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Hope To Tell: The Chip Lady 
Glenda Hoffman turns her daily commute
into a ministry
by Anne Ryder 

Years ago, Glenda Hoffman, in her heels and skirt, passed panhandlers every day on her way to her job Downtown at Indiana Bell. As a young wife and mother of three, working to make ends meet, her reaction was unsympathetic.

“I would see them and think, Get a job,” Hoffman recalls. “Sometimes I would even share that sentiment with them.”

It’s the only thing she’d share at the time, convinced that if she gave them money, it would go for alcohol, not food.

As a Christian, Hoffman, 46, felt some guilt sitting through Sunday sermons about prejudices, the poor and forming snap judgments.
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“The sermons began to work on me,” she says. As time went by, Hoffman saw the same people panhandling year after year, and then new faces. Particularly when the weather turned cold, their plight would haunt her. 
 “When I’d see them I’d think, I have a home and food and I’m walking to my job. I am so blessed. What am I doing to share my blessings?”

At the time, Hoffman parked near some of the alleys and corners where homeless people frequently gathered.
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She thought about packing one of the loaves of nut bread that she had in abundance at home from holiday gift baskets given to her family. She carried a loaf around for days before working up the courage to hand it to a man. Hoffman remembers he nodded slightly and grunted in return, not even looking up at her.

“I guess I expected him to say thank you,” she remembers, struck now by the irony that even then she was thinking about herself. 
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Little by little, day by day, Hoffman began to alter her foot route to work to pass more of the homeless and give away food. But it was a slow start. 

There were chips left over from her daughter’s post-prom trip to Kings Island. Hoffman gave them away sparingly, over a period of months. 

One day, one of the homeless men spoke up, startling her. “Hey you,” he called out, as she walked away. Hoffman turned around. 

“You know what we call you?”

“No, what do you call me? Hoffman asked. 

“The chip lady. Everyone watches for you.” 

Hoffman smiled the rest of the way to the office. She bought some more chips to give away on the trip back to the car. 
from Sharing Her Blessings  

The “chip lady’ soon expanded her menu to include sandwiches, getting up at dawn to make enough to feed everyone in the alley. 
Some coworkers helped, making sandwiches during lunch breaks for her to hand out.
The ice melted quickly between Hoffman and the men and women with whom she thought she had nothing in common. Some were college graduates. Many had solid jobs and stable homes before the bottom dropped out. There were stories of mental illness, abuse, drug use and alcoholism. 

 “What I’ve come to recognize is that once they’re down it is so hard to climb out,” she says. “To get stable work you need transportation and a phone. You need a home base.”

Hoffman began parking seven blocks away so she would encounter more homeless people.

She bought a rolling cart to hold more food. On a day with good weather and no stopping, the walk takes Hoffman 17 minutes. But she always stops, feeding 20 to 50 homeless people a day.
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She has formed a small army of protective friends — her “rag-tag army.”

One of her favorite stories to tell occurred shortly after her husband Andy lost his job due to budget constraints at his company.

“I was fretting over how we could continue feeding the homeless with bills to pay and kids to put through college and only one sure income,” she recalls.

[image: image5.jpg]



That day, Hoffman was making deliveries when she had a sense she was being followed. One of her homeless friends came to her side to “protect” her from what turned out to be a well-dressed woman following her out of curiosity. “I’m sorry to bother you, but may I ask what you’re doing?” the woman asked her.

When Hoffman explained, the woman asked why she did it.

“Because the Bible tells me to share my blessings,” Hoffman replied.

The woman opened her wallet, pulled out a $100 bill and handed it to Hoffman. “Maybe this will help.”
 “To me it was just like God saying, ‘Keep doing what you’re doing,’” Hoffman says.

From nut bread to shelter

What started with nut bread and chips has grown exponentially in eight years.

Once a week, with the help of Hoffman’s church, Center United Methodist, volunteers bring hot lunches to the homeless. A few times a month, Hoffman takes several homeless friends out to lunch with her.

“She’s my guardian angel,“ says Ronald Lindsey, lovingly dubbed “the mayor” on the street. “She reminds me of my mother, and she is like a mother figure to me. She is our Mother Teresa on the streets of Indianapolis.”

Another homeless man who prefers we use only his first name, Greg, remembers when Hoffman turned the tables on him. 

“One day she was in a hurry so she gave me a bag of sandwiches and told me I could pass them out, “ he recalls. “ It made me feel good to be the one to give food to everybody else.”
These days, the ministry is a family affair. The Hoffman’s purchased a dilapidated home Downtown. They are fixing it up with the help of donated materials and volunteer labor. 

“We were spending a lot of money on hotel rooms for the homeless on bitterly cod nights when the shelters were full, “ Hoffman explains. “We figured we could actually save money by buying a house, so we did.”
Indy’s Mother Teresa

Hoffman and her husband dream of someday owning a self-contained work, worship and living space for the homeless. 

But for now, the street ministry to and from work is more than enough. “I cannot stress enough that I get back so much more than I give.” Hoffman says. 

Then she launches into her favorite story – the day she was cranky and far too busy to stop. 

She had a morning meeting scheduled in her office with five other people. She knew if she dropped breakfast off to her homeless friends she’d never make it.

“I was sort of reasoning with God, I help them ever single day. They can make it just one morning without me, can’t they?” Hoffman remembers. 

She parked in her usual spot and saw two regulars right away. She quickly gave them food. 

She saw a few more across the street and told herself she had to cross the street anyway, so she handed them food in a hurry as well. 

In front of a store, a man she’d never seen summoned her to come closer. He was dirty and disheveled. She asked if he needed some food. He said he did; she gave him a sandwich. 

While she was digging for it, he spotted the Coke she had packed for her lunch. He politely asked if he cold have it. 

“Well,” she said, slightly annoyed, “that was for my lunch, but sure, take it.” 

As she turned to leave he said, “Ma’am, can I ask you one more thing?”

“Yes?” Hoffman asked through gritted teeth. 

“Can I have a hug?”

Taken aback by the request, Hoffman dropped her defenses and moved in for what she describes as the warmest, most moving hug of her entire life. 

“He was filthy, and I tell you, with all respect to my husband, it was the warmest hug, the most magical moment,” Hoffman says. “We both pulled away with tears streaming down our faces and neither one of us said a word.   

“I got back to the office and had time to tell one of my coworkers what happened, and even then, had five minutes to spare. Time stood still.”

To Hoffman, it was a physical manifestation of what Mother Teresa said time and again – that Jesus come in the distressing disguise of the poor; the same poor that Hoffman one clicked past in her heels and skirt, late and distracted on her way to work. 

For more information about Glenda and Andy Hoffman’s house for the homeless, or to donate, call Andy at (317) 450-0961. W 

Ryder is a public speaker, freelance writer and Emmy Award-winning freelance TV journalist for WTHR (Channel 13).

