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PREVIEW
Providing a helping hand, and some birdhouses, for the Bonnets & Birdhouses Afternoon Tea are (from left) retired Judge George
Allen, his wife, Jane Allen, Pat Jansma and KWTX-TV weekend anchor and reporter Ke’Sha Lopez, who will emcee the event.

Building Community,
Celebrating Success
Bonnets & Birdhouses Tea to beneﬁt
Waco Community Development
By Natalie Underwood
Photos by Ken Sury

T

he Family Health Center Madison Cooper Community Clinic will
be transformed on April 10 into the scene of a stylish tea party
worthy of the halls of “Downton Abbey.”
Friends, neighbors and local businesses will gather together in
their Sunday best for tea, hors d’oeuvres and a silent auction, all
benefiting the Waco Community Development Corporation (CDC).
The Bonnets & Birdhouses Afternoon Tea is the first event of its kind in
Waco. CDC Development Director Elaine Seeber wanted to put on a unique
fundraiser worthy of the special work the organization does with local
communities, predominantly in North and East Waco.
Church is an important tradition to the residents of those communities, so
Seeber had the idea to host an event after church one Sunday afternoon that
would encourage everyone to don their Sunday best and wear their favorite hat,
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BONNETS cont.
because every good tea party needs fancy
hats.
The Waco CDC’s mission is to inspire
and cultivate healthy neighborhoods, and
part of that mission is carried out through
the building and renovation of houses. In a
nod to the work the CDC does, locally built
and decorated birdhouses will be auctioned
off at the event.
Community organizer Alexis Christensen
loves the connection between the
birdhouses and the work she gets to be a
part of every day.
“The event is a really unique idea, and it
speaks to a lot of the things we do at Waco
Community Development,” she said. “We
work to inspire better neighborhoods, and
one of those aspects is beautification and
this is a part of that. We get to highlight
local artists and give people something
beautiful. We’re really showcasing the
amazing talent and strengths that lie in our
community.”
Bonnets & Birdhouses will begin at 1
p.m. with a silent auction. Auction items
include plants, spring wreaths and some
beautiful hats donated by Georgio’s Bridal

Salon and Marilyn Banks of Marilyn’s Gift
Gallery. The real stars, however, are the
birdhouses.
The birdhouses are all built by locals,
including retired District Judge George
Allen, and painted by local artists,
including muralist Debbi Unger, whose
amazingly detailed work graces the halls of
churches, hospitals and clinics throughout
Central Texas. Six of the birdhouses
were painted by children from the three
elementary schools the CDC partners with:
J.H. Hines, West Avenue and Brook Avenue.
These talented children will have the
opportunity to attend the event to connect
with each other, represent their schools and
see others appreciate their artwork.
Seeber said the woodworking and
decorating talent she has seen from the
Waco community is simply amazing.
“We have big birdhouses, little
birdhouses, bird condos. One is decorated
with rocks, and some are actually
Christmas ornaments made to look like
tiny birdhouses,” Seeber said. “We have
every shape, form and fashion imaginable,
and they are just immaculate. The talent

we have around us is truly something to
cherish and I’m so excited to showcase
that.”
The silent auction will end at 2:15 p.m.
and the tea will be served. Heavy hors
d’oeuvres will be provided alongside the
tea from Lula Jane’s, Secret Chef, Sascee’s,
SweeTXpressions and D’s Mediterranean
Grill.
Proceeds from the event will go toward
the many programs Waco CDC offers.
Executive Director Mike Stone explained
that the strategy of the organization is
broken up into three main parts: home
building and renovation, homebuyer
education and engagement.

Waco CDC’s
Beginnings

Waco Community Development
Corporation was formed in 2001 by a group
of businessmen and the Rev. Jimmy Dorrell,
executive director of Mission Waco, who
wanted to find a way to channel their
gifts into service to the community. After
studying and conferring with a similar
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Gathered in one of the new houses built by Waco Community Development are staff
members (from left) Mike Stone, executive director; Elaine Seeber, development
director; Alexis Christensen, community organizer; M.L. Dicky, construction
manager; and Darrell Abercrombie, program administrator.

organization in Atlanta, Georgia, Waco
Community Development was started.
In the beginning, the focus was on home
ownership. The goal was to support healthy
neighborhoods and inclusive communities
that have a mix of well-maintained homes
occupied by homeowners and renters of
different incomes.
In 2015, four new homes were built and
one home was remodeled, for a total of 54
new and 19 remodeled homes since the
organization began.
Waco CDC not only builds homes, it
equips homeowners with the tools and
knowledge needed to be successful, Stone
said. Families are given education and
resources to help them create and maintain
a budget and work toward becoming debtfree.
These programs not only affect the
families participating in them, they are
also spreading ideas to neighboring
communities, he said.
“There have been 56 other new homes
built around ours,” said Stone, “and
countless others have been remodeled,
including one that was featured on ‘Fixer
Upper.’ The spirit of being in control of
your finances and your future is spreading.
“I love helping people take care of their
various problems and see them being
actively involved in their own decisions and
futures. I don’t want to do for, I want to do
with, and that’s what we get to do here.”
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Beyond the Home

Several years ago, Waco CDC began
implementing programs that would help
it support the community in a more
holistic way, going beyond the home. The
engagement piece of the puzzle is what
Christensen is most familiar with in her
role as community organizer.
Christensen said she believes community
problems are best solved when the
community is engaged in developing
the solutions, and she works with
neighborhood associations and other
leadership organizations to bring people
together for change.
A prime example of this effort is the
recent city ordinance passed to regulate
payday and auto title loans. Christensen
and a team of her peers and community
members rallied together to show support
for the ordinance and speak at Waco City
Council meetings.
When the ordinance passed, the team
was able to see how coming together and
fighting for a cause that’s important to you
can pay off, she said.
Christensen loves the idea of grassroots
leadership training. Foundational
leadership classes are offered to teach the
qualities of a leader, discuss issues in local
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communities and schools, and learn what
tools are available to address those issues.
At the end of the training, CDC leaders
work with the class to develop action
plans.
When talking with the community
about their needs, one thing Christensen
heard over and over was that people
wanted to engage their schools. Starting
with West Avenue Elementary, Waco CDC
partnered with elementary schools to
support the families in any way it could.
PTA groups were formed, community
events were planned, and parents were
encouraged to visit with each other and
the school principal at a monthly event
called Coffee and Conversation. By being
informed of what is going on in their
child’s school and education, parents are
empowered to take an active role in the
success of their children, she said.
Christensen is excited for the Bonnets
& Birdhouses Afternoon Tea not only to
bring community members together for
a time of fellowship and celebration of
local talent, but to showcase the Waco
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Community Development Corporation
and the amazing work it does.
“I love that my whole job is to listen
to people’s dreams for their community
and help them see those dreams become
reality,” she said. “It seems very lofty, but
in reality we’ve done some really great
things with neighbors taking the lead.
People have opened their arms and really
trusted our organization and the work
that we do, and it’s a privilege to be a part
of people’s work and their lives. This event
is a celebration of all that we do.” 

Bonnets &
Birdhouses
Afternoon Tea
When, where: April 10, 1 to 3 p.m. at
Madison Cooper Community Clinic; 1610
Providence Drive.
Tickets: Cost $30 each. Contact Elaine
Seeber at 235-7358, ext. 205, to purchase
tickets or for more information
Online: wacocdc.org

