Seeds of Hope

Life blooms for a homeless man touched by Glenda Hoffman's street ministry
Hope to Tell by Anne Ryder – Indianapolis Women’s Magazine; October 2007
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In daylight, John's Alley looks like any other alley. It's narrow and dark with a concrete passage between buildings to the north, an enclosed parking lot to the east, and its namesake, St. John's Catholic Church, on the south. 
But when the sun begins to set, cardboard boxes and blankets appear. Shuffling men with tired bodies, slumped shoulders and worn out shoes start to gather, some hiding bottles of booze that help numb the pain and boredom of another night on the street - another night in John's Alley.

"I'd always sleep with one eye open," a tall, thin black man tells a congregation that had recently gathered at Center United Methodist Church.

"You really have to see John's Alley to know it, to feel it," he says.

Most of the football fans who pass the alley across from the RCA Dome on game days never give it a second glance.

"It's no peaceful little walk," the man explains. "If you look down there, you probably wouldn't go, especially you ladies. Maybe we all got some kind of John's Alley in our lives - some low point."

Tim Burnett, the man addressing the congregation, was about as low as he could go, when a lady walked down that alley and into his life. It hasn't been the same since.

Chance meeting……………
Tim had heard of Glenda Hoffman.

Profiled in Indianapolis Woman in 2005, she started with a nudge to her heart and a single bag of potato chips, and slowly built a homeless ministry that now feeds 50 to 100 people a day with the help of a small army of volunteers. 

Dubbed "The Chip Lady," Glenda pulls a wagon of sandwiches and chips behind her as she walks to and from her job as a manager at AT&T. She is well liked among the homeless because she always has food, a smile and a kind word. Many of them chat with her as they eat her sandwiches.

But in early 2002, when Tim met Glenda, making small talk was not Tim's style.

"I'm kind of a hard guy," Tim says. "I was the kind to grab something you give me and run back to my cubby. I was not trying to meet you - to sit there and talk. You got something for me? I'd take it and I'd be gone."

More than a sandwich……………

Glenda remembers when she first met Tim. "He was slightly friendlier if he had been drinking," she says, "but not much."

One winter she gave Tim an old snowsuit to keep him warm. He thanked her and retreated. She often handed him sandwiches, but he always took them without talking.

One day in 2004, Tim needed more than a sandwich. When Glenda asked him how he was doing and whether there was anything he needed, Tim blurted out, "I can hardly see. I need glasses."

"I can get you those," Glenda told him. "But you'll have to come to church with me."

Tim laughs as he remembers his response. "Here comes another holy roller telling me I got to go to church so I can see. I needed those glasses though, so I agreed."

Sunday dates….......
The instant Tim walked into Center Methodist's 10:15 a.m. service, called The Living Well, with Glenda and her husband, Andy; he knew it was no conventional gathering. It was casual and contemporary - not at all what he expected.

"I was warmly welcomed, but I wasn't asked for anything," Tim recalls. "You go to a lot of churches and they want you to come up and tell them who you are. They want you to speak your name, say where you've been and tell them what you want. You feel in some churches that you're not dressed right - that you got to have a suit on. At Living Well I fit in. I was comfortable."

But Tim wasn't planning on coming back. Church was the means to an end - getting those eyeglasses.

"The next week I saw Glenda coming towards me in the alley and I wanted to hide," Tim remembers.

“I’ll pick  you up for church in front of the mission on Sunday,”  Glenda told him.
The glasses hadn’t shown up yet, so Tim, wanting to stay in her good graces, went to church again. He liked it even better the second time.  He went the next weekend as well. 

After his glasses arrived, Tim kept his Sunday dates with Glenda. Sunday became the day he put down the bottle, at least for a few hours. 

“I guess God was flipping the script on me,” Tim says. “I went from the alley to the congregation.”

Sitting among a community of people who prayed for others, including him, something inside of Tim began to melt. “I began to feel things – old ‘hardcore’ me. It turns out I was really soft like a pussycat,” he says. 
A new life……

Tim says he was touched by the sincerity of the people and their prayers. 

“I realized these people didn’t want nothing from me,” he says. “They were trying to help me. They pray what the will of God be done, that the grace God has given you – that you to and spread it and help somebody else.”
First thought, Tim had to help himself. Glenda collected enough donated clothes to build a small wardrobe and Tim began to apply for jobs. Tim says he quite drinking entirely. 

When the Conrad Hotel announced it was hiring 170 people in downtown Indianapolis, Tim was one of 10.000 applicants. Much to his surprise, he landed one of the coveted jobs. 

“You prayed me out of John’s Alley and into a five-star hotel,” Tim later told the congregation, a huge smile on his face. “Your prayers got me in there with a John’s Alley resume. I’m in there with guys with briefcases, computer wizards and business managers.” He now works in laundry services at the Conrad. 

Passing it around……..

Glenda is astounded by Tim’s progress. “He is one who would have been classified as habitually homeless; one who would never come off the street. God had plans for him. He knew Tim’s heart and his potential.”

Time, a man who rarely spoke to others when he was on the street, spoke from the heart when he gave his testimony to the entire congregation at three services. 

“You have helped light a spiritual fire in me – a God-consciousness that wasn’t there before,” Tim said. “My mind is beginning to clear. Your prayers have washed away a lot of dust. I can look now and see something, where before I saw nothing but dust reflected back. The will go God is reflected in me now.”
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Some of his old buddies from John’s Alley barely recognize him. 

“They say ‘You sure look different! You don’t drink no more, do you?” Tim says. “They try to hide their bottles from me now. I just sit in the alley with them and talk.”

But Tim doesn’t sleep there anymore. 

He is one of the first residents of the HIM House, a renovated home on Sherman Avenue purchased by Glenda and Andy Hoffman as a transitional house for homeless men getting back on their feet. The Hoffman’s hope is to open two more transition homes for women and families. 

Glenda has seen first hand what a nudge in the heart can yield. “I used to look at the homeless and think, ‘Get a job,’” she says. 

That was before she stopped to listen – to hear their stories of pain and loss, of how and why they sunk so low. “It’s not my role to judge them,” she says. 
What started with a bag of ships she handed to a single homeless man on the street has become a five-day-a-week wagon ministry for 100 people, a monthly hot meal on Saturdays, the HIM House, and a clearinghouse for donated clothing and household items for the homeless. 

Glenda calls Tim’s transformation a miracle. 

“What’s happening to me is like a spiritual awakening,” Tim says. “I don’t know where it’s going but I know where it’s been.”

And there, in John’s Alley, Tim is passing to his homeless friends something he never found in a bottle. 

“What I tell them is that I found peace,” he says. “We all have a John’s Alley somewhere. I got out. And they can get out too.”
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