
On Sunday mornings after 
leaving the Salvation Army 
homeless shelter, Donna Lee 

would often walk about one mile to 
a bench in a small park, shaded by 
massive magnolia trees. When you 
are homeless and a woman, you look 
for safe places to spend idle hours. An 
imposing stone church stood sentry 
over the park, another safeguard.
Donna grew up in the French Quarter of New Orleans in a 
faithful Catholic home; her father was a baker, her mom stayed 
home with the children, who all attended Catholic schools.
A hard worker who always had a roof over her head, Donna 
never expected to become homeless at the age of 58. But 
her life took a tumble five years ago with a succession of 
devastating hardships — a hurricane, a flood, a suicide, 
cancer, and gentrification — put her on the streets.
”I never imagined this life,” she said, ”But all my family and 
friends had died, and I ran out of options.”

She never thought she’d learn how to live on the street with 
just the clothes on her back and a few items in a bag, to wash 
up in a gas station restroom, to nurse a 50-cent cup of coffee 
for hours at a local fastfood restaurant, to find churches 
offering free lunch, to sit in the library on a rainy day, and to 
learn to sleep in an ER waiting room, a bus shelter, and an 
abandoned house “with one eye open.”
”You have to keep your wits about you all the time,” she said.
A widow, whose husband died in a freak accident when he was 
42, Donna’s fall into homelessness began with catastrophic 
Katrina, the hurricane that crashed through her city in August 
2005. The largest residential disaster in U.S. history, Hurricane 
Katrina caused the death of 986 residents and destroyed 
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70 percent of the housing. Sitting in her third-story apartment, 
Donna watched torrents of filthy floodwaters rush through the 
streets. She saw dead bodies float past.
”It was like a wasteland all around us,” said Donna. She never 
left the city, getting by with friends, a generator, and a strong 
resolve. She rescued animals and helped clean up tons of trash 
and debris. ”You wouldn’t believe the devastation.”
Jobs were scarce as the city struggled to rebuild. She used up 
all her reserves while working as housekeeper at a bed and 
breakfast. She thought she had weathered the storm until a 
year later when its aftermath touched off a storm in her own 
life, a downward spiral of hardship she was helpless to stop. 
Her landlord, who was also a good friend, was so stressed by 
the storm and inner demons he committed suicide. The friend 
who took over the house payments developed cancer and 
died three years later.
Then the home was sold to an investor, as many of the 
homes were after the hurricane, who nearly tripled the rent. 
“That’s when I became homeless,” she said. It was just after 
Christmas 2011. 
She struggled to get back on her feet. But even with odd jobs, 
she said, you can’t get ahead after you pay bus fare, food, and 
$10 for a night at the shelter. Worse was becoming “invisible” 
to people around her. In her own hometown, she had no 
friends; she even had to give up her cat.
So she would spend Sunday mornings in the little park in the 
Broadmoor community. She looked up at the towering cross-
topped spire; but it was Gloria Dei Lutheran Church and she 
was Catholic. Each Sunday, she watched musicians — black 
and white — walk up the steps of the church, carrying their 
instruments. She heard the music and singing wafting through 
the open doors on hot summer days. 
One day, she worked up the courage to walk in.
“Hi, my name is Donna and I’m homeless,” she said.
She was immediately welcomed by the small but friendly 
congregation that "believes in hugging," she said.
That was three years ago, and she’s been there ever since. She 
loves her “wonderful church family” and their ministry to the 
community. She volunteers each week at the food pantry, 
giving out hundreds of bags of food each month, cooks for the 
summer youth program, and helps clean the church. 
“I really believe God sent me through that door, and I have 
been blessed ever since. I love it. The pastor is wonderful; I love 
his sermons and his Bible studies.”
The Gloria Dei LWML responded to her with love: they raised 
the funds to buy Donna much-needed dentures. 
“When she first came, she was shy and unsure of us,” said Tami 
Boura, a member at the church and LWML for over 30 years. 
“She became part of our family. She’s always willing to assist 
with anything we are doing; she always wants to be involved. 
“She’s made a big impact on the young people in our church 
— to see someone who has nothing giving so much. She 
put a face on the word homeless. She showed us that being 

homeless doesn’t mean mean that you aren’t Christ-like. 
“We’ve learned the importance of accepting people for who 
they are, not for what they have or don’t have.” 
“She reminds me of the widow and her mite,” said Pastor 
Gregory Manning. “She is indeed a widow, and she works very 
hard to give all she can to this church. That Donna walked 
into our church from the park where homeless stay makes me 
more keenly aware of the needs in our community,” he said. 
“Since then I’ve seen many more people who have either slept 
on the front steps of the church or in the park. Her situation 
has definitely allowed us to understand that all people are 
welcome in God’s house.”
This story doesn’t have a happy, home-sweet-home ending. 
Donna still doesn’t have a home. (But she does have an 
address — she gets her mail at Gloria Dei!) She has been 
sidelined multiple times by the agencies designated to help 
the homeless. At 62, she is too old to qualify for most jobs and 
too young for benefits. But a friend she met at the shelter lets 
her sleep on a mat in her apartment.
This story, however, does have a happy, heart-full-of-faith 
ending. Donna has found a family and a faith that sustains her 
through the trials of homelessness and dispossession. 
She keeps giving. The people of Gloria Dei, with a grant 
from the LCMS Stand With Your Community, have started a 
homeless day shelter. They offer computers, connections to 
services, help with endless paperwork, Bible studies, meals, 
emergency supplies, and a laundry facility. It’s a congregation 
dedicated to its mission — Love2: Love Jesus, Love You. And, 
of course, there is someone there, working, helping, listening, 
who understands their life better than most.
“I’ve always been religious,” said Donna. “I don’t worry about 
the future. I know it’s all in God’s time, and we don’t run on the 
same time schedule. I know it’s coming. Just like the Holy Spirit 
pointed me through those doors that Sunday morning, I know 
He never forgets me.
“I love my Jesus and I know my Jesus loves me.”  Q
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