Filling Up On Food, Friends and Festivities; Man's Sunday Suppers for Homeless Turn Charity Into Celebrations
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The staccato beat of the Temptations' "Papa Was a Rolling Stone" is booming on the box, the food is spread out on long folding tables and Wayne Merrill is greeting a bunch of his closest friends with smiles, hugs and kisses.
"Brother Wayne! Good to see you!" one man says as he and Merrill grasp each other in a bear hug.

"Glad you could make it!" Merrill, 52, shoots back, breaking into a huge grin. "Come on around and get yourself something to eat. What's been going on?" The scene could have been a yard party at Merrill's Landover Hills home, but instead, it is a get-together on a sidewalk overgrown with weeds a stone's throw from a shelter for the homeless on Fourth Street NW between K and L streets. Every week for the last eight years, Merrill has thrown a block party for about 60 homeless men and women. After that party wraps up at 8 p.m., he throws a second gig for 40 others at an empty lot on Eighth Street NW between M and N streets, the chosen site for the city's planned convention center. Merrill's parties always feature plenty of nourishing food -- hot soup, sandwiches, boiled eggs, spice cake. In the winter, there's steaming hot tea; in the summer, there's an iced brew. There is always music, too, mostly Motown -- the Temptations and the Four Tops -- blaring from two large speakers on top of Merrill's dusty white van. But most important, say the the men and women who have come to these gatherings over the years, Merrill provides a sense of family. Other anti-hunger programs may fill their bellies, but Merrill and the other volunteers with his nonprofit Sunday Suppers organization are the only ones who feed their spirits. "Wayne is a friend," said Willie Lee, 47, who came out to the Eighth Street party one recent Sunday. "He comes out here, brings some good food, music, and spends some time. We hang together. We talk. Everybody comes out. We know he'll be here every week to see us." The parties are the highlight of the week as well for Merrill, a social psychologist at St. Elizabeths Hospital. He spends more than 15 hours planning, shopping and preparing for each outing. 
Merrill, who looks more like an aging surfer than a counselor, started volunteering 10 years ago when he worked as a driver for a group that searched out and fed homeless men and women. "In the winter time, we'd stop anywhere we saw barrels burning," he said. But when that organization changed its program, Merrill no longer had time to get to know those he fed. He started Sunday Suppers in 1990 as a means to get back to one-on-one contact with people on the streets. Since then, he has provided meals every Sunday except one, when he was snowed in. "As important as the food is, that's almost an excuse. The true value is the opportunity to make friends and get to know people," Merrill said. "The one meal a week I serve is not gonna keep anybody alive. What is important is that I've had people tell me I'm their best friend. "That doesn't say much about me, but it does tell you a lot about what the rest of their lives is like," Merrill said. "They've come to know that the people they sometimes think of as their friends, the people they drink with or do drugs with, are not their best friends, because they don't have their best interests at heart." 
Merrill's band of volunteers includes Pat Hagen, who works for the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services adoption and foster care division. Each Sunday, she brings 21 dozen hard-boiled eggs and 13 loaves of applesauce raisin walnut spice cake, which she bakes from scratch. After she had a double mastectomy recently, she missed only two weeks before she was back in the kitchen and at the van. "God has blessed me in many ways," Hagen said. "I have good friends, a good job, every monetary thing I need. I think God put us here to share. What's five hours and a little bit of money? It's pretty piddly when you think about it compared to what you get from coming out here." University of Maryland student Aisha Mills, 20, who volunteers with her boyfriend, said that after five months with the program, she feels a kinship with some of the people she feeds -- men such as Joe, who showed up late on a recent Sunday, broke into a dance called "the busted monkey" to the Four Tops and sweet-talked his way into a meal. "I'm just so glad you all are still here," he said, bowing gallantly to three women standing near the food. "I just want you to know that you are a 10, you are an 11 and you are a 12," he said, grinning devilishly as Ronald Godsey, 22, scooped him up a generous serving of Merrill's ravioli-and-fried-clam-strips soup. "I was so hungry. I'm so glad you are here. I'm so glad you all are always here." 
It's 4 p.m. on a Sunday and Merrill is home, preparing his feast. For his soup, he combines dozens of cans of vegetables, seasonings and pasta in two huge stock pots, stirring the mixtures with a paddle he fashioned from a piece of oak. As he adds the ingredients, he runs through some calculations: You get 11 sandwiches to a loaf of bread; 40 tea bags make six gallons of tea; three passes of the salt box is just the right amount to season his soups. As Merrill tends the pots, Adrian Zenz, 23, an exchange student from Germany, prepares more than 200 sandwiches -- 112 peanut butter and almost as many cheese. In the living room, Mary Ann Zuckerman, a Bowie real estate agent and close friend of Merrill's, is ripping open dozens of plastic bags of black and white turtleneck sweaters. Each week, Merrill's supper guests also are treated to an item of clothing -- thick socks, underwear, long johns, sweat shirts, sweat pants or whatever is on hand. The clothes are donated by a consortium of lawyers in the District, but the food tab -- which can run hundreds of dollars each month -- is picked up by Merrill. He shops at warehouse stores such as B.J.'s and Price Club for lower prices. Sometimes, he is lucky enough to pick up some items from a food bank or the Department of Agriculture. "You learn to be very creative," Merrill said. 
Unlike other feeding programs where a van pulls up, volunteers pass out food and then they drive off, Merrill offers a real sit-down experience, setting out chairs and tables and encouraging his guests to get to know each other. Willie Lee, who grew up near the vacant lot on Eighth Street NW where he hangs out, sits down one recent evening sipping a hot tea and begins waxing nostalgic about how close-knit the neighborhood used to be. Anthony Kelly, 46, who once gave Merrill a leather amulet with an outline of Africa that hangs in the van, enjoys the full meal with a group of friends at another table. Merrill surveys the scene and realizes someone important is missing: Bobby. After looking around the lot, Merrill finally spots him near the back gate, huddled on an old crate and hunched beneath a denim jacket. Merrill loads up a bowl with soup, grabs some sandwiches, eggs and cake and heads over to sit a spell with Bobby, whom he's known for about 10 years. "Bobby's one of my oldest friends," said Merrill, whose sympathy for and understanding of homeless people has endeared him to those like Bobby. Merrill, they say, doesn't lecture them. "Being homeless is a very isolated life," Merrill said. "Many homeless people have homes they could go to with a sibling, or their children, but they would have to go under conditions they couldn't tolerate. . . . At least on the street, they are in control." Back at the Eighth Street party, Zuckerman is chatting and hugging and passing out socks as volunteer Janice Lashley and Kelly dance to "Standing in the Shadows of Love," by the Four Tops. Merrill steps up to one of his guests and reminds her of their upcoming holiday celebration, which will feature turkey and trimmings donated by Merrill's church, Dumbarton United Methodist, and other volunteers. But this day's party is over. "We want to thank you all for coming out to our party and making it a success," Merrill announces. Then the goodbye hugs start.
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