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Adam Bruckner, who heads the children's ministry at the Helping Hand Rescue Mission, greets Tedra DeVaux, 20, while

playing with kids in the neighborhood August 14, 2013. She is one of just a handful of children in the neighborhood to go

onto college. He once battled back stereotypes he'd held throughout his life about the poor, and now sees himself as an

advocate of poor kids currently locked in a never-ending feud between two housing projects, Richard Allen and Spring

Garden. (TOM GRALISH / Staff Photographer)

GALLERY: Unlikely hero

A hero on Philadelphia's poor
streets

Alfred Lubrano, Inquirer Staff Writer
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The city doesn't call Spring Garden

Apartments a housing project, but the

people who live there behind barred doors do.

Just a block or so away, developers continue to pour money

into apartments and restaurants created for young people of

means in Northern Liberties.

But in the adjacent neighborhood called Penn Town, populated

by young people of no means at all, those dimes and dollars

never seem to materialize.

Adam Bruckner doesn't concern himself with the haves next

door, though.
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"It's survivalism down here," said Bruckner, an athletic 38-year-

old who had played for the now-defunct Philadelphia KiXX

professional soccer team, started reading Jesus' words about

helping the impoverished, and became a nondenominational

Christian minister.

He teamed up with former 76ers shooting guard Kyle Korver,

now with the Atlanta Hawks, to run a program for needy young

people out of the Helping Hand Rescue Mission in North

Philadelphia, steps from the Spring Garden Apartments, which

are part of the Philadelphia Housing Authority.

"Food, money, clothes is what concerns people here,"

Bruckner said. "There is just so much poverty."

In his life before working with the poor, Bruckner embraced

insidious stereotypes about them: "They hate work, sponge off

the government, and don't care about their kids."

Then Bruckner, who has a shaved head and wears T-shirts

that the young people he mentors cover with drawings and

writings, renounced his old mindset. "I now know the

stereotypes are garbage," he says. "And I have a

responsibility after 20 years of stupidity to understand."

Known for founding Philly Restart, which feeds the homeless

on the Parkway and gets them IDs to help them vote and find

jobs, Bruckner also earned some notoriety when President

George W. Bush gave him an award in 2009 for performing

volunteer work in the city.

Bruckner even garnered national renown for helping

Philadelphia homicide detectives solve the murder of 60-year-

old Josephine Angelo, whose remains were found hanging in

a tree near the Spring Garden Street Bridge in July 2002.

Bruckner, who had ministered to Angelo, gathered evidence

linking the slaying to Red Colt, a then-66-year-old homeless

man he also knew. Colt is serving life in prison.

These days, Bruckner revels in his role as "Mr. Adam," an

unlikely but beloved role model for young people at the

apartments.

He says his electronic pencil sharpener is his best anti-poverty

weapon:

"You don't sharpen your pencils to do your math homework in

the third grade, you're in trouble the rest of your life."

Bruckner tutors, fills out forms, goes to court with kids in

trouble, takes youngsters to baseball games, listens to their

problems. He works with 100 children in kindergarten through

eighth grade.

"Mr. Adam is an angel God just dropped from the skies," said

Montae Ballard, a 19-year-old interviewed in a documentary

about the neighborhood. "It don't make sense what he'll do for
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people."

 

What struck Bruckner when he first got to Penn Town 11 years

ago was the noise. Many poor families live doubled up, and

apartments are loud and kinetic, with people coming in and out

at all hours.

"The kids here stay up late, not watching cartoons but because of the noises in the house," Bruckner said.

"There's no quiet to do homework. They share beds. And a lot of them don't eat breakfast and fall asleep a lot

in school."

Walk past the charmless, three-story brick boxes of apartments and some of that noise leaks out - the

endless electronic chirpping of smoke alarms with dead batteries no one can afford to replace.

Such piercing aural assaults echo throughout poor neighborhoods, Bruckner learned. He, conversely, was

brought up in a quiet house in Wisconsin, where he owned a set of encyclopedias and all the sharp pencils he

could handle.

After his playing days ended and his devotion to Jesus took hold, Bruckner stopped blaming the poor for their

poverty, and came to embrace what he heard a preacher once say in a sermon:

After a car accident, the police come and want to know who's at fault. The paramedics come, and they don't

care. They just want to help.

"For me now," Bruckner said, the question is only, "How can I help?"

On a small playground outside the Spring Garden Apartments, Bruckner played catch with Montae Ballard

and three young girls one afternoon under a bright August sun. The girls never stopped laughing.

"The kids love this guy," said Pastor Matthew Gallashaw, executive director of the mission. "They never had a

problem relating to him because they're African American and he's white. From the start, it was a marriage

between the kids and him. He has a heart for these children."

Bruckner is especially close to Ballard, who works for him as a youth counselor. A bearish young man with

sad eyes, Ballard still mourns his brother Wayne, shot in March 2011. The unsolved killing is believed to be

part of a feud between Penn Town and Richard Allen Homes, a better-appointed PHA development a few

blocks north, said Philadelphia Police Capt. Brian Korn of the Sixth District.

A Father's Day shooting in the area in which a 27-year-old man was killed may have been related to the bad

blood, Korn said.

Still, he added, Penn Town is less violent than other North Philadelphia neighborhoods.

Along with financial poverty, residents endure social poverty, Bruckner said - a lack of tools to build fully

functional lives.

To document the lack, Bruckner bought cameras for some of the children, paid for by the former Sixer Korver,

himself a Christian on a mission to improve the world.

Bruckner asked Allentown filmmaker Amanda Danziger to make a documentary with the footage. The

Backyard Philly Project will be screened at the FirstGlance Film Fest next month at the Franklin Institute.

"Adam really fights for these kids," Danziger said. "He gives you this hope that someone could make a

difference."

That's Bruckner's wish. Validation that he's succeeding came late one night on the street from a local drug

dealer, of all people, after Bruckner had put up a basketball court paid for by Korver.

http://www.inquirer.com/


8/19/13 A hero on Philadelphia's poor streets

www.philly.com/philly/news/20130819_A_hero_on_Philadelphia_s_poor_streets.html 4/5

Alfred Lubrano

Inquirer Staff Writer

Brown Mackie College
www.brownmackie.edu

Fit a degree into your busy life. It's just
One Course A Month!

    

7 COMMENTS Reprints & Permissions »

MORE FROM PHILLY.COMMORE FROM THE WEB

Comments  (7)

0 like this / 0 don't   •   Posted 6:41 AM, 08/19/2013

So let me understand this. He w ants us to believe that the stereotypes about the poor being lazy
and living off the government isn't true but then he perpetuates a stereotype about Police Officers
not being at an accident to help. It is not a stereotype to point out the fact that the poor have children
they can't afford, they w ant all electronics given to them by the government i.e. free cell phones,
the schools are in disarray and crime is through the roof. They are the facts not a stereotype.

— WMB- 103
Sign in to report abuse

0 like this / 0 don't   •   Posted 6:44 AM, 08/19/2013

It's great to read about someone w ho is doing more than complain about a problem. Not many w ould
go to the lengths Bruckner has and he deserves a lot of credit for that. I especially liked Bruckner's
comments about many impoverished families lacking the tools to help themselves build more
functional lives. IMO, this speaks to the cycle of poverty that seems almost impossible to break, at
least w ith the resources w e have now . 

Great article!

— nikki1231
Sign in to report abuse

0 like this / 0 don't   •   Posted 7:19 AM, 08/19/2013

He's the answ er to the What Would Jesus Do? question. I admire him.

— harbo
Sign in to report abuse

0 like this / 0 don't   •   Posted 7:38 AM, 08/19/2013

Deeds, not w ords. There are folks w ho run around yapping about Jesus, and those w ho actually
buckle dow n and do his w ork. Too many of the former, too few  of the latter. This guy deserves all
the credit in the w orld for trying to make a difference in the w orld. (And, for the record, I'm an
atheist, but that doesn't mean I don't respect people w ho truly follow  their beliefs.)

— Amorris1pa
Sign in to report abuse

Sign in to post a comment

"I've been watching you for a year," the dealer told a startled Bruckner in the darkness. He said he was

suspicious of the white guy trying to save North Philly.

"But after you put up the court, I cried," the dealer said. "I knew you cared."

Bruckner is grateful for that midnight benediction. But he's aware there's a tough slog ahead.

"I know many children here are going to have rough lives," he said. "At the very least, we want to make these

young years great for them. But in poverty, the path out is never easy."

 

Contact Alfred Lubrano at 215-854-4969 or alubrano@phillynews.com.
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0 like this / 0 don't   •   Posted 7:38 AM, 08/19/2013

Deeds, not w ords. There are folks w ho run around yapping about Jesus, and those w ho actually
buckle dow n and do his w ork. Too many of the former, too few  of the latter. This guy deserves all
the credit in the w orld for trying to make a difference in the w orld. (And, for the record, I'm an
atheist, but that doesn't mean I don't respect people w ho truly follow  their beliefs.)

— Amorris1pa
Sign in to report abuse

0 like this / 0 don't   •   Posted 8:37 AM, 08/19/2013

What are you doing to buckle dow n and do the w ork? 

Or do atheists get a pass?

— Stay the Course - All is well!
Sign in to report abuse
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0 like this / 0 don't   •   Posted 7:56 AM, 08/19/2013

Here's a link to an old ESPN story about Adam Bruckner. There's a lot of detail about how  he helped
solve the murder and also w hy he is so driven to help others. 

http://m.espn.go.com/general/story?storyId=8151715&w jb=

— nikki1231
Sign in to report abuse
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