Hope House gives clients just that
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I once described Sister Lilianne Flavin's Irish brogue as "lilting," but I hear something else in her voice now. Sorrow, maybe, mixed with faith. 

The Dominican nun speaks softly, telling me about the people Hope House has been trying to help: young mothers living in their cars, families camping out in abandoned buildings. 

"I have met so many people with so many awful stories," she says. "I'd be letting them go out the door and I'd start crying, and I'd cry all afternoon." 


"They're back home and there's nothing for them," she says. "You have to sit down and listen to their stories for it to hit you in your heart and in your gut: For them, this is Katrina all over again." 

Grant offers hope 

A $150,000 grant Hope House received from Unity for Greater New Orleans in September has allowed Sister Lilianne and Don Everard, director of the wonderful charity in the Irish Channel, to help 62 families. 

They provide people with a security deposit and one or two months' rent to help them get their lives back together. 

"We could help more, but it's hard to find affordable apartments," Sister Lilianne says. 

And some who come to Hope House don't make enough to maintain monthly rent payments and have anything left over for other expenses. 

"So many people are working but just can't put it all together," Sister Lilianne says. "And having all the housing developments closed makes it harder." 

Poor pushed aside 

Hope House used to sit at the edge of the St. Thomas Housing Development. Now, when you look down St. Andrew Street, you see the upscale River Garden. All that's left of St. Thomas is memories. 

Sister Lilianne worries that when the Housing Authority of New Orleans bulldozes the other complexes, they won't be rebuilt with the poor in mind. 

"I have no doubt the plan is to keep people away and get rid of the whole public housing thing," she says. 

What puts the lilt in her voice is talking about her adult education classes. They've never been so crowded, and she's never had such dedicated students. 

"They are so resilient," she says. "There's a feeling like, 'This is real important if I'm to get ahead and make a life for myself.' " 

Hope House has been around for 37 years, and Don and Sister Lilianne have been ministering to the poor there since 1983. 

Many who come to the big, old, comforting house say it has a holy feeling. Sister Lilianne thinks that's because it has witnessed the suffering of so many people. 

When the Adult Learning Center was dedicated in 1992, she made a lovely Irish wish: 

"The light of heaven and a blessing from the God of Grace, on all who were or are or may be in this place." 

Now, more than ever, the poor people of New Orleans need that blessing. 
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