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A CEO’s journey: Jonathan Reckford builds houses and hope  
By Chloe Opper


When Jonathan Reckford was offered the opportunity to become the next CEO of Habitat for Humanity, he knew this was his chance. A chance to work for a large-scale nonprofit organization. A chance to build houses. A chance to build hope.

Reckford, a Chapel Hill native, grew up on Franklin Street, and his father was a classics professor at UNC-Chapel Hill. After attending a small boarding school in New Hampshire, Reckford’s love for his hometown brought him back to UNC-CH for college where he was a Morehead scholar and joined the rowing team.

After graduating from UNC-CH as a political science major in 1984, Reckford went to work for Goldman Sachs in New York. He soon realized that he did not want to be an investment banker on Wall Street. He switched gears when awarded the Henry Luce Foundation Scholarship in 1986, a grant that allowed him to work in Asia for a year.

Reckford then returned to the U.S. and set his sights on the corporate world, graduating from the Stanford Graduate School of Business in 1989.  Reckford navigated the for-profit sector with ease, acquiring executive and managerial positions at businesses such as Marriott, The Walt Disney Co., Musicland and Best Buy. 

But something didn’t quite fit for Reckford. Something was missing. Although he worked in the for-profit sphere, he knew he always wanted to end up doing non-profit work. In the back of his mind, he remembered the powerful words of one of his former Stanford professors, “The skills needed in the for-profit sector are the same ones needed in the non-profit sector.”

Reckford decided to leave his job with Musicland shortly after Best Buy acquired it in 2001 and go on a service mission trip to India. There, he saw the impoverished world in its most raw, unfiltered form: dead animals, litter covering the streets and malnourished children. Those stood in stark contrast to the frenzied, suit-clad businessmen he had seen scurrying around Wall Street, creating billions from millions. 

“I knew I always wanted to go into non-profit work, but the trip was catalytic to me,” he said. “I came back with a more crystallized view. I wanted to direct something that dealt with global poverty.”

Early on, he turned down some high-profile business offers and doors closed. Reckford, a devout Christian, prayed he had made the right decision, for himself, his wife Ashley and their three children.

In 2003, Reckford became the executive pastor of his local Presbyterian church in Minnesota, building on his avocation for coaching pastors on leadership issues. Most people saw this as a bad business move. But for Reckford, the position was a chance to directly help the people he cared about. For Reckford, the move was worth taking.For Reckford, the position was a chance to directly help the people he cared about. For Reckford, the move was worth taking.


More than a year later, Reckford got the call. The call changed his life forever.  

A partner at one of the firms Reckford turned down was looking for the next CEO of Habitat for Humanity. And he thought Reckford was the man for the job.

According to the Habitat for Humanity website, the board of directors unanimously elected Reckford CEO in August 2005. 


“It never would’ve happened if I had planned it,” Reckford said. “It’s my dream job.”


Habitat for Humanity, a non-profit organization that provides affordable housing across the globe, was the organization Reckford had been looking for, an organization with principles that align with his devout faith.


“Habitat is a tangible expression of God’s love in the world. It’s based on Christian principles, but it’s broadly inclusive,” he said. “We serve people of all faiths and backgrounds.”

For Reckford, this job was exactly what he had been looking for. It was the perfect blend of corporate management and faith-based service.


“What drives me crazy is that people think that you have to be either professional and organized or faithful and grassroots,” Reckford said. “This is a false dichotomy. You can be both. The people served by Habitat deserve both great service and great professionalism.”

Pam Campbell, Reckford’s communications manager for five years, summed up working for Reckford in one word: incredible.


“He’s surprisingly humble for a CEO,” she said. “He’s a very faithful man, and it’s obvious that what he does comes as a response to the great love God has for him.”

As CEO, Reckford doesn’t just sit on the sidelines. He leads by example and participates in building homes. However, being CEO has its perks. One of which is that he gets to build with famous supporters of Habitat, such as former President Jimmy Carter.


“He’s [Carter’s] incredibly gracious,” Reckford said. “I’ve seen him with the presidents of five or six countries, and I’ve seen him with some of the poorest people in the world, and he acts the exact same.”

Reckford then chuckles when he thinks about Carter’s attitude toward building.

“He’s serious about getting the houses built,” Reckford said. “Jimmy jokes that it’s not a competition, as long as his house gets built first.”

Habitat is an international organization that has taken Reckford across the globe. But despite his busy schedule and travels, he hasn’t forgotten his roots. Susan Levy, the executive director of Orange County Habitat, says he has been back to Chapel Hill for several local projects over the years, including Build a Block, a partnership between the UNC-CH student chapter and the Orange County chapter to build ten houses for University employees.

“He has provided effective leadership of Habitat International since he has come in,” Levy said “He has a real heart for what Habitat does as well as a good head for business.”

As a leader, Reckford believes in “handing up, not handing out.” By providing people with affordable housing, he hopes to empower them and unleash their potential. 
 
“We’re creating longstanding change,” Reckford said. 

            Since taking the phone call that landed Reckford at Habitat, he has never looked back.  Habitat just built, rehabilitated or repaired its 800,000th house, but Reckford’s work is far from over. With God by his side and the help of volunteers across the globe, he hopes to build a future where everyone has a decent place to live. 
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