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Mutual Housing at the 
Highlands–
An Innovative Project 
A new and exciting program has just opened 
in Sacramento, under a partnership between 
Sacramento Mutual Housing Association 
(SMHA), Lutheran Social Services, and two 
local area mental health agencies. Together 
we have developed Mutual Housing at the 
Highlands. This new housing site will provide 
ninety affordable housing units, sixty-six of  
them permanent 
supportive housing 
for homeless people 
who have disabilities. 

LSS will lease 
twenty-one of  these 
units for chronically 
homeless residents 
of  Sacramento (City 
and County). These 
will be very low-
income single adults who have had extended 
periods of  homelessness and are struggling 
with at least one of  these disabling condi-
tions: mental illness, HIV/AIDS, substance 
abuse, physical abuse, physical disabilities, or 
limited experience living independently. 

The homeless units are clustered around 
small courtyards and are roomy efficiency 
units, each with a small living area, bedroom 
space, kitchen, bathroom, and a small patio. 
Within each courtyard is a raised planting area 
for a garden.

LSS has worked closely with Sacramento’s 
Homeless Organizing Committee (SHOC), 
Safe Ground, and Loaves and Fishes to 
identify, assess, and qualify participants. LSS 
will help those who qualify with housing 
deposits, apartment furnishings and ongoing 

rental subsidies. SMHA will coordinate 
activities, encouraging socialization, 
sharing of  ideas, use of  social services, and 
community-building. Case managers will meet 
with all residents to streamline enrollment in 
benefits such as SSI, SSDI, VA, and MediCal. 
Staff  will also be available to take residents 
to appointments.

It’s also vitally important to establish a 
supportive network and positive relationships 
between residents. That’s where the local faith 
community is lending its help. Zion Lutheran 

Church, led by 
Pastor William 
Ellis, is preparing 
to welcome all 
new residents with 
supplies of  food 
and toiletry baskets. 
His congregation 
plans to help 
residents gain a 
sense of  belonging 
by coordinating 

garden workshops, cooking classes, and 
sewing and quilting gatherings. 

Pastor Ellis says church members are 
happy to welcome new neighbors into the 
North Highlands community and he wants 
to participate in coordinating with other 
churches to bring the faith community 
together as a source of  support. Pastor 
Ellis stated that his congregation has a 
“great desire to be more deeply involved in 
our community.” 

A Boy Scout troop also volunteered: Troup 
#122, Pioneer district, under the leadership 
of  Michael W. Williams Sergeant, USA(RET). 
We also had assistance from middle school 
students from Twin Rivers Unified School 
District, making this truly a community 
collaboration and welcome. 
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Your donations ~ making a difference in the lives of others...
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Program Wish List
Air Hockey Table
Bath essentials 
(i.e., bath mats, towels and personal hygiene items)
Cleaning essentials 
(vacuums, mops, brooms, dish soap, etc…)
Game System (Wii, Xbox, etc.)
Gift cards for teens
Ice Skating tickets or gift cards for the 
holiday season
Kitchen table and chairs
Kitchen utensils (pots, pans, dishes, and cookbooks)
Microwave – small
Music CDs

Pool Table
Radio, Speaker dock for ipod
Raffle gifts for Bernal Gateway Holiday 
December Party
Small kitchen appliances
Television – small for senior apartment
Toys for children of  all ages – 
55 Girls, 58 Boys
Youth Center -  makeover 
(painting, furniture, learning tools, etc.)

Please contact Miriam Fiorentino at 
MFiorentino@lssnorcal.org or (415) 581-0891 
ext. 130 for more information.

Robert Bastien 

Becky Burad

Rev. John Herrmann

Joan Hilse

Donetta Jefferson

Brad Johnson

Joel Mjolsness

Lois Peacock

Allan Shaffer

Adriel Wong

Board Chair
Rev. Ron Zielske
Vice Chair
Rev. John Sullivan
Secretary
Steve Herum
Treasurer
Jack Pease
Co-Directors
Nancy Nielsen & Sue Laliberte

Grace at work ~ 4



Grace at work ~ 2 Grace at work ~ 3

The Spirit of Community 
Blossoms through 
Impromptu Dance 
The Folsom Dore Apartments supportive 
housing community in San Francisco is a 
tapestry richly diverse in age, culture, ethnicity, 
and life experiences. Many of  the residents 
have survived chronic homelessness, severe 
and persistent mental illnesses, substance abuse 
problems, and complex medical problems. 

That’s why it’s especially nice to see how the 
Folsom Dore community can create bonds in 

unique and spontaneous 
ways. For example, one 
sunny Tuesday, several 
dedicated resident 
volunteers were helping 
our LSS staff  bag 
groceries for the weekly 
Food Bank Pantry. The 
radio was playing a 
lively disco song. One 
case manager turned up 
the volume and started 
dancing. The other 
case manager and the 
intern joined in. To the 

staff ’s great surprise, our sixty-nine-year-old 
and seventy-one-year-old resident volunteers, 
along with another fellow resident volunteer 
in his wheel chair, joined in too! Soon they 
were dancing as a group, and the spontaneous 
dance party turned into a Soul Train line, with 
everyone showing off  their special dance steps. 

The residents were elated and said, “I feel 
energized,” and “let’s do this every week  
because it puts us in a good mood.” The 
point was made, and communal dancing prior 
to setting up the Food Bank Pantry has been 
permanently included in our Tuesdays. 

Time and again, we see such examples of  how 
small and simple occurrences can blossom 
into beautiful opportunities for community-
building at Folsom Dore Apartments.

Our Lutheran Volunteer Corps Intern 
For the first time, Lutheran Social Services in San Francisco has a 
Lutheran Volunteer Corps intern. Lutheran Volunteer Corps (LVC) is a 
national, ecumenical one-year service program that connects volunteers 
with organizations working on a variety of  social justice issues. Miriam 
Fiorentino has joined us as Housing Services Program Assistant. 
Working at the different LSS housing sites in San Francisco, she 
helps facilitate community events and activities, as well as supporting 
the outreach, education, and coordination of  volunteers from local 
congregations and other groups. 

Miriam also provides development and communications support 
for our housing programs. She is excited to be working with LSS in 
these different capacities and loves getting to know the residents. She 
says she finds herself  
continually blessed by 
them and feels she’s 
working in a friendly and 
kind environment. 

“I really value how 
LSS staff  works with 
the residents; there is 
such dignity, insight, 
commitment, and care in 
how and what they do. 
It is definitely a dynamic 
and special organization 
to work for . . . I feel 
fortunate to observe and 
learn and know that I will 
always remember this high 
standard and quality of  care in my future work.” 

Miriam is also thrilled to be developing a database for volunteer needs, 
item requests, and donations—helping to support the mission of  LSS. 
She says she feels very grateful for this encompassing and wonderful 
opportunity for service. 

This year, 137 Lutheran Volunteer Corps volunteers are working in 
sixteen cities across the country as part of  a broader movement for 
justice. More than 100 nonprofit organizations and congregations 
have invited LVCers into their work. In the Bay Area, seventeen 
LVCers are now working at twelve organizations. If  you are interested 
in supporting this dynamic effort, you can contact Yvonne Charles: 
ycharles@lutheranvolunteercorps.org

For more information about Lutheran Volunteer Corps go to www.
lutheranvolunteercorps.org

www.lssnorcal.org

LSS Benefits from Generous Bequest
In June, Lutheran Social Services of  Northern California received 
a bequest of  more than $100,000 from the estate of  Robert K. 
McCarthy. Mr. McCarthy, who worked as an accountant for Pillsbury, 
Madison and Sutro, LLP, was a member of  St. Peter’s Lutheran Church 
in San Leandro. He made bequests to St. Peter’s, LSS, and eight other 
church agencies through the trust he established with the help of  the 
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod Foundation. 

This gift came at a time when LSS was struggling to keep programs 
and services going, given the cutbacks to social services. It made a 
significant difference to the work of  LSS.

Co-Director Nancy Nielsen said 
of  the unexpected gift, “Especially 
in these difficult economic times, 
it is most encouraging to know 
that a generous individual had the 
forethought to plan for distribution of  his estate to the benefit of  
those less fortunate. Mr. McCarthy’s gifts to LSS during his lifetime 
were modest, so it was a surprise to get such a large amount.” 

Frank Spiva, a former LSS Board Member, was a gift planning 
counselor at the LCMS Foundation. He helped Mr. McCarthy create 
the gift plan many years ago. The trust was set up to assist with the care 
of  Mr. McCarthy’s brother Charles until Charles’ death, after which the 
remainder was to be divided among the church ministries which Mr. 
McCarthy had named.

“I remember Bob as a good, generous, and kind-hearted man,” Mr. 
Spiva said. “He had an older brother in a skilled nursing facility and 
wanted to be sure he was cared for.” 

Pastor Mark Oatman of  St. Peter’s Church also has fond memories 
of  Mr. McCarthy. “Bob took care of  his brother Charles as long as he 
could but ended up in the same nursing home a few weeks before he 
died,” said Pastor Oatman. 

Robert McCarthy was born in Rhode Island in 1926. He died in 
August, 2007 at the age of  79. His brother Charles died in April, 2011, 
at which time the rest of  the estate was distributed.

“We are so grateful to Mr. McCarthy,” said Ron Zielske, Chair of  the 
LSS Board of  Directors. “From time to time, clients or their attorneys 
call us to inquire about leaving bequests to LSS as they do their estate 
planning. We are happy to tell them that such gifts will be gratefully 
accepted. They may simply provide their attorneys with our full, legal 
name—Lutheran Social Services of  Northern California.”

L u t h e r a n  S o c i a l  S e r v i c e s  G R A C E  a t  w o r k

A Message from LSS Co-Directors
Nancy Nielsen & Sue Laliberte

“What a wonderful testament 
to faith in action.”

– Nancy Nielsen, LSS Co Director

Miriam Fiorentino, our LVC Intern, and Deidre Wan 
(far right) assist at the Folsom Dore Community Food Pantry

A note from Nancy:  This week I had the pleasure of 
talking with two students from PLTS who came to visit 
LSS as part of a class project on Public Ministry. Among 
the many questions they brought was one that struck me 
as particularly challenging because I hadn’t thought of 
it before. “How do you handle failure?” As I reflected 
on my answer I realized that we really don’t think much 
about failure at LSS. What we do think about are the 
successes and small victories that the people we serve 
experience every day. Staying clean and sober for weeks 
and months after a lifetime of addiction; being reunited 
with a lost loved one after years of living on the street; 
getting needed medical treatment for chronic illnesses; 
having a safe, affordable place to live; getting children 
into school and having a dream for the future. Small 
victories--major successes. But failures – we don’t count 
them. We try to learn from them. At LSS our job is to 
walk alongside people wherever their journey leads 
them. We accompany them and help them to make 
better choices in their lives then they have made in the 
past. As one of our clients put it, “the staff at LSS have 
literally scraped me off the floor when I relapsed and put 
me back on the right path. Today I am working again and 
able to take care of myself. They saved me from myself.” 

A note from Sue:  This month we are experiencing the 
joy of helping a group of chronically homeless adults 
move into what some have described as “a gift from 
God – a chance to do it right this time!” This is how the 
residents of our newest housing program described the 
experience of moving from a campground alongside the 
river in Sacramento into new, clean and safe apartments 
at our newest housing program in North Highlands. 
I have been with LSS over 10 years and have helped 
create 8 new housing programs but none of them have 
touched me in quite the same way. Most of the new 
residents are well over 45 years old. They have been 
chronically homeless and living in tents and makeshift 
campgrounds along the river for more years than 
most can remember. Their needs are more acute than 
any group we have worked with before but they are 
energized and emphatic about this new chance – one 
they thought they would never have. It won’t be easy 
– even moving to a better place can be overwhelming 
and trigger fears. As one person noted, “the only time 
I’ve stayed indoors these past years was in a jail cell or 
a hospital bed.” 

With your help and support we can make a difference 
in these lives. Your gifts and prayers can indeed make 
this “gift from God” a long term reality. God’s work. 
Our hands.
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