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Lent 5: Providing safe haven in Inuvik
 
In Inuvik, NWT, the temperature dips below zero in early October—and keeps 
dropping. Winter is dark and dangerously cold, especially for those who, due to poverty 
and addictions, have no safe place to stay. Their only recourse is to build a fire under 
one of Inuvik’s buildings—which are raised on stakes due to the permafrost. 

The Rev. Stephen Martin could no longer ignore this problem—especially when the 
mayor knocked on his door, asking if the Anglican church could help. With 20 years 
experience as a “street pastor” in Toronto, Martin wanted to provide an “emergency 
warming shelter” in the church hall. His congregation was nervous about the risks.  
Still, they listened and, in the end, moved forward with the proposal. 

Now in its second year, the warming shelter is an integral part of the church’s ministry.  
Open every night during the cold months, the hall sleeps 6 to 18 people. Martin is 
extremely vigilant about the staff ’s safety, and drinking is not allowed inside. “It’s not a 
party house,” he says. But unlike many shelters, this one does not turn anyone away on 
the basis that they’ve been drinking. One man who camped at the shelter last winter 
has “got himself back on track”—and is now a board member.  

Martin says, “What is our mission to the community? Are we a building that says 
‘We’re special, so we stay in.’ Or do we say ‘We will take anybody in and give them safe 
haven.’ So we’re the church that stepped up. People have said ‘This is what Christianity 
is about. It’s about taking the hit.’” 

Prayer: 
“We pray for northern ministries that are taking risks to serve those who are lost and 
vulnerable. We hear your call to us to give our lives away—help us to obey. In Jesus’ name, 
Amen.”
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