
A Struggle With Homelessness 

While many Americans will never know what it is like to be homeless, it became a way of life 

for Brad* before he was 18 years old. After being expelled from home by his mother and 

stepfather, he entered a lengthy, discouraging pattern of life on the streets. 

“I was a rebel kid growing up,” he says, accepting much of the responsibility for his 

circumstances. “I always thought that I knew better than everybody else.” 

Homelessness took a toll on Brad’s mental health, and he struggled with depression. He was 

hospitalized and received treatment for his condition. After being discharged, his mother refused 

to let him come home, so his insurance provided transportation to Cherry Street Mission 

Ministries in his hometown of Toledo, Ohio. Although his mother and stepfather relented, Brad 

again found himself on the streets. He lived in shelters off and on for the next six years. 

Accepting Help and Hope 

“At first the homeless life was just like, ‘okay, this is life,’” he says. “Eventually, I got the 

mentality that this needs to just be a stepping stone, and started listening to my mentors…and I 

started building towards where I’m at now.” 

Cherry Street Mission Ministries is a 501(c)(3) charitable organization, founded in 1947 in 

Toledo, Ohio. It now serves more than 400 people every day from 15 facilities in six 

neighborhoods. It is the largest organization to provide food, housing, and other services to low-

income and homeless individuals in Northwest Ohio and Southeast Michigan. 

The mission seeks to serve those in need by “rescuing the downtrodden, restoring hope to the 

hopeless, and releasing God’s greatness to our communities.” Cherry Street provides food and 

emergency shelter, but also helps meet deeper, long-term needs. The mission offers spiritual 

support in Bible studies and mentorship. It also partners with other organizations to provide job 

readiness programs that help its guests earn GEDs and other marketable skills. 

A Life Turned Around 

Brad joined the mission’s Ready for Life (RFL) program, where he formed a mentoring 

relationship with Jonas Clawson, Manager of Food Ministries. In RFL, a group of men worked 

together to serve in one of Cherry Street’s facilities and attend Bible studies and job readiness 

classes. Encouraged by Clawson, Brad took advantage of Cherry Street’s automotive technology 

class that launched in March 2016. 

Old habits are hard to break, however, and Brad's time with Cherry Street had its challenges. He 

still made unwise decisions on occasion, including leaving the mission for other interests. 

Clawson pursued him multiple times and persuaded him to return, after which Brad eventually 

completed the auto tech program. 

“I believe that our greatest help with [Brad] has been relationships—friendships, mentorship,” 

Clawson says. “We love people.” 



Dawn Bongratz, Chef at Cherry Street Mission, served with Brad in the ministry kitchens. She 

believes the support groups and mentorship were instrumental in helping him understand his 

weaknesses and how best to manage them to become a better person. 

"He maintained a strong sense of transparency," Bongratz says. Brad attended church regularly 

and even brought his life group from church to volunteer with Cherry Street. "They were able to 

understand what he's going through, what he's gone through, and what he's coming out of." 

Brad moved out of Cherry Street Mission in 2016, and now works as a technician at Yark 

Automotive Group in Toledo. As of May 2017, has been working there for about six months. 

“[Brad]’s got a good attitude,” says Joe Cerveny, express lane manager at Yark. “He shows up 

every day, no matter how he has to get here, he makes it happen…never has any excuses. He’s 

always on the go, he’s a team player, and he’s always willing to learn more each and every day.” 

A Lesson Learned 

Brad’s transformation has encouraged others at Cherry Street Mission—the mentors as much as 

the guests. A person may continue to make unwise decisions or grow discouraged, but Brad’s 

story has taught Clawson, as a mentor, not to give up on someone. 

“It’s really easy to lose hope, it’s really easy to lose your motivation to continue to walk with 

them through this,” Clawson says. “He has shown me, and helped me personally…not to stop.” 

"He's just done an amazing job at allowing what some would see as failure in his life…to use it 

as a stepping stone to get up and out of the homelessness cycle and the cycle of poverty," 

Bongratz says. As a Christian organization, she adds, "We don't let the Enemy hold us in that 

place of past failures and poor decisions." 

*Name changed to protect his privacy 


