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 I first met the Hill family in the initial weeks of my pastorate in Suffield in 1993.  I was just getting 
my feet wet working in this quaint New England town when I heard word of a potentially racist incident in-
volving a local police officer and some youth from the Third Baptist Church, a predominately African/
Caribbean American congregation.  The youth were advertising a car wash at the church and were trying to 

attract attention waving signs along South Main Street, when complaints from a neighbor led to the police “arrest.”  The offi-
cer came and instead of talking with the boys and giving them some instruction on how to flag cars safely, he ordered them 
into his patrol car where they were taken to the police station and processed.  No charges were filed; the officer just wanted 
to “teach” the boys a lesson. 
 The pastor and members of Third Baptist were outraged, since the action clearly had racist overtones.  The officer 
and neighbor in question were suspected of such, since the boys had only yelled out at approaching cars from the side of the 
road—no different than other youth groups or Scout troops.  So I and three other clergy called Rev. Allen of Third Baptist 
and arranged a joint meeting with the police chief who, along with the town’s police commission, heard our complaints, forc-
ing them to investigate the incident, albeit reluctantly so.  It seemed like a small gesture, but it was significant for the Hill 
family and the church, who often felt marginalized and powerless in this bucolic Connecticut village. 
 Bill and Catherine Hill are remarkable people for their story, their faith, and their courage.  Though their boys were 
targeted by the officer that day, the family has been the backbone of Third Baptist and some of the children were among the 
most well-behaved and charming young people I knew in Suffield.  The “kids” number thirteen, but only a handful are the 
actual offspring of Bill and Catherine.  Most of them are nieces and nephews, whose parents were in and out of jail so often 
that DCF appointed the Hills as guardians. 

Bill and Catherine had both grown up in the projects in Hartford, but they left the city to build a life and ended up, 
by family connections, in Suffield.  Bill is a social worker, applying professionally what he also learned through the school 
of hard knocks growing up as a youth.  He also learned discipline through military service, serving in U.S. Army.  Catherine, 
who runs the household, is a beautiful, strong woman of great character.  She is a gentle, loving person, but sets high stan-
dards for her children and for how her children are treated—not being intimated by the school system or town bureaucracy as 
she advocated for fair treatment. 

Much of this has to do with their life at Third Baptist.  Second Baptist was a sister church and so I spent a great deal 
of time with them at shared dinners, hymn sings, Maundy Thursday services, and annual celebrations.  Third Baptist is a 
humble, but profoundly spiritual church, with a small intimate sanctuary and a spirit that is palpable with energy and joy.  It 
is the most song-filled church of which I have ever been a part (Wendy would attest to this as well, as she sang there with 
them many times).  I used to tell them that when I needed inspiration I came over to their church to worship.   At the heart of 
this small congregation were four choral groups—the W.N.A Male chorus, led by Bill; the Gospel Harmonizers, led by Cath-
erine; the Senior choir (half of which were Hill family members), and the youth choir, consisting mainly of the other half of 
the Hill family.  At every worship the Hill family would be there—twice on Sunday with a meal in between, on Wednesday 
evening, and for choir rehearsals on other nights.  Worship was a beautiful, interactive experience very much in the black 
church style that could go on for hours because it was like having the family together for a good time—lots of singing, lots of 
laughter, and lots of praise.  For the Hills, it has been just that. 

When the Iraq war began, Bill was called up and served two deployments, plus an additional one in Afghanistan.  
Gereem and Corey, the oldest two, also joined the military and served in the wars.  During these extended times, Catherine 
was left to take care of the household and keep the family intact.  It was during this time that I would often visit the family to 
offer our support to them.  They were always too proud to ask, but genuinely grateful for the help.  I gave them my daugh-
ters’ first car after the girls got another one and Bill, who needed an additional vehicle for getting to work, was overwhelmed, 
even though he had to do some repair on it.  For me it was a way to get rid of a car; for him it was a sign of friendship and 
support. 

Whenever I visited the home, I remember wondering how it was that they could manage with fifteen people in a 
three-bedroom ranch house, with some having to sleep in the living room and basement.  I thought of how much larger the 
parsonage was, and how difficult it must be to live in such small quarters.  But I never sensed anger or resentment, maybe 
because everyone under that roof already knew what a gift this home had become. 

So you can imagine Wendy’s and my joy when we heard on Father’s Day that the Hill family was chosen by ABC’s 
“Extreme Makeover: Home Edition” to receive a new house!  This remarkable family will be gifted with a dream house be-
yond all their imaginations!  I am delighted that America will get to know the story of Catherine and Bill Hill come fall, 
when their story will be told as part of the new season. 

But most of all, I am thrilled that the whole town will now come out to build them a better place to live, filling the 
streets with volunteers and obstructing traffic for blocks!  They’ve come a long way from when I first met them.  I will take 
great pleasure in knowing that this family, who once was marginalized and treated with disdain, will now be honored among 
some of the most beloved people in town!  That’s a fair twist of irony.  I think it’s heaven’s way of reminding us that, from 
time to time, even the last get their shot at being first. 
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Alan stands by his senior project among fellow senior’s art projects  

At work in his studio 
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