The HEAL House of Indianola is a quintessential
example of innovation in the advancement of
housing opportunities for Iowans. Accordingly,
it is our great pleasure at the Central Iowa
Housing Trust Fund to nominate the HEAL
House for the honor of a HousingIowa Award
for Special Needs Housing Development.
The HEAL House was founded to offer emergency shelter and resources services in Warren County
for an often “invisible” population – the rural homeless. Without access to the services of an urban
area, people in rural areas often end up on a friend’s couch – until the situation is no longer
sustainable, and they are suddenly homeless. They often camp out deep in the woods, on people’s
land, enduring harsh weather, while hiding their homeless status and foregoing health care, food,
and even water.
The HEAL House found a unique way of providing emergency shelter for these residents – a former
motel in Indianola that had ceased operations. Rather than try building something new, the HEAL
House purchased the motel property in early 2020 and made several improvements to the
facilities. These included fire escapes, interlinked fire alarms, firewalls, replacement windows, new
floors, and a new roof. The total cost to purchase and renovate the property was $369,700. Of
that, $219,000 was funded through a grant from the Central Iowa Housing Trust, and the
remainder was matched in local dollars, donated goods, and volunteer labor.
Today, the homeless of Warren County have a safe
place to turn to in the HEAL House, which can how
shelter as many as 12 households at any one time,
each with their own bedroom and bathroom. These
homeless residents include aging adults, families with
minor children, medically frail domestic violence
victims, unaccompanied minors, and individuals with
disabilities.
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INNOVATIVE &
REPLICABLE

RESPONDS TO
NEEDS

TARGETED
POPULATION

EFFECTIVE USE
OF RESOURCES

• Innovative
repurposing of
existing
infrastructure.
• Replicable
strategy for other
communities
where existing
buildings are
under-utilized
and can leverage
local HTF dollars
to facilitate
project
completion.

• Offers safe
shelter and
support to a
diverse
population.
• Notably serves
as a welcome
presence in
community,
helping rural
homeless come
out of hiding to
request
assistance.

• Identifies and
supports
individuals of all
ages in Warren
County who are
homeless or
facing imminent
housing stress.
• Notably targets
rural homeless.
• Combats student
homelessness,
which is growing
fastest in rural
America.

• Repurposes an
existing facility
that was being
under-utilized,
an effective
“upcycling” of a
property in need
of several
repairs.
• Leveraged HTF
grant
• Utilized
volunteer labor
and donated
materials.

MEASURABLE
RESULTS
• Houses as many
as 12 families at
any time.
• Has admitted 35
individuals since
opening in
September 2020.
• Has referred 40
additional
people to other
levels of care.
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Local nonprofit HEAL House seeks to create homeless shelter
By JENNY FEE/Indianola Independent Advocate
May 19, 2019

Heal House volunteers are working to create a physical shelter for the homeless in Warren County.
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Most Indianola residents huddled inside the night of Jan. 24, 2019, when the actual
temperature plummeted to a record-breaking -31 degrees. HEAL House volunteers were
staked out in their vehicles, counting Warren County’s homeless.

The date for the count, known as a Point-in-Time, was preselected by the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development. It’s done annually in January, the thought being that if
someone is on the streets in the dead of winter, he or she must truly be homeless.
By the end of the night, 10 people in Warren County were counted.
The good news: That figure was down from 26 the year before, when this area’s first Point-inTime was conducted. It hadn’t been done previously because no one had yet stepped up to the
volunteer task.
The bad: It was still 10 too many, especially in life-threatening cold. And it’s impossible to know
how many weren’t spotted or live as “couch surfers”—without a home, but technically with a
roof overhead, as they drift among family and friends.
“It was hard to walk away,” said Laurie Abernathy of Indianola, who volunteered. “I’m at home,
sitting having supper, and I’m thinking, especially when it was 30 below, ‘Here I am having
supper and they’re out there starving, or there’s somebody freezing to death.’”
Abernathy and the other organizers of HEAL House, a local nonprofit aimed at helping the
homeless, don’t want the same dire situation next winter. It’s time, they say, for HEAL House to
have a home.
It was formed in 2017 and became a nonprofit the next year. The board of directors include
Abernathy, president, who also serves on the Indianola School Board; Angie Elliott, vice
president; Julie Peck, secretary; Jill Houle, treasurer; Dorothy Gezel, liaison to attorney; and Joe
Gezel, liaison to the Governor’s Advisory Council for Homelessness, who also serves on the
Indianola City Council.
So far, they and other volunteers have done everything short of offering a designated local
shelter. They’ve distributed food and clothing, spoken to different groups around the county to
raise awareness.
When they’ve found homeless youths, they’ve tried to find them places to stay and keep them
in school. According to the Iowa Department of Education, in 2018 there were five such
students in Indianola, four in Carlisle, 21 in Norwalk, and five in Southeast Warren.

Now HEAL House is looking at a specific property in Indianola to purchase as a shelter. It’s not
in a residential area, out of respect to property values, and comes with a price tag of $250,000.
The group is in the process of applying for grants, but they’re in high-demand and often
require years of documentation or are geared toward supporting shelters already in operation.
“It’s so hard to find ones for brick and mortar,” said Abernathy. “Once we’re up and running,
there’s all kinds of grants for us. But to get going and buy the thing—it’s like pulling teeth right
now.”
The vision for HEAL House’s shelter includes 12 rooms and one full-time staff member, plus
volunteers. It wouldn’t be equipped to address addiction or mental health issues, so individuals
in need of more complex care would be sent to other facilities.
But it would offer a “hand up” rather than handout, said Joe Gezel.
There would be a computer area to research and apply for jobs, clothing appropriate for
interviews, and possible help from WeLIFT Job Search Center, Indianola’s nonprofit dedicated
to job readiness.
“You put pressure on them to succeed, too. You don’t just let them get a free ride,” Gezel said.
“It’s a tough love scenario. … We’re not out here for a feel-good deal. We’re out here to make
something happen.”
Community members can help by donating toward the shelter via an account at TruBank, 1401
N. Jefferson Way. Any amount is tax deductible and appreciated, Abernathy said, but there are
also some larger sponsorships available, including sponsoring and decorating a room.
HEAL House organizers know that some people will react with skepticism rather than
generosity. “There aren’t homeless here,” they’ve heard. Or, “Just get rid of them."
But naysayers haven’t scrambled to help a pregnant, 13-year-old at 1 a.m., like HEAL House
volunteers have. They haven’t taken food to a father and son who first buried their wife and
mother, then lost their home over her medical bills.
They haven’t found Warren County “residents” huddled in snow-draped empty buildings, or in
tents in the woods, when it’s -31 degrees.
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HEAL House completes purchase of Woods Motel
AMY DUNCAN / Indianola Independent Advocate
May 14, 2020

Heal House volunteers are working to create a physical shelter for the homeless in Warren County.
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After three years of work, HEAL House has finalized the purchase of the Woods Motel and plan
to open it as a “supportive housing and resource center” by September.

“It’s been a dream of our board for a long time,” said Laurie Abernathy, a member of the HEAL
House board. “We’ve just been more determined than ever and we’ve had some great people
step up to be supporters.”
Abernathy said that churches have been instrumental in raising money, including a recent trivia
night at St. Thomas Aquinas Catholic Church, which raised money for both Heal House and
Habitat for Humanity. In addition, individual donors have given gifts ranging from $10,000 to
$50,000, she said, which put them in a position to make a down payment and get a loan to pay
for about $30,000 in needed renovations and operating expenses.
The facility will need some work before they’re ready to start offering people shelter, but Miller
Electric and various local construction companies have offered to help with that, she said.
“We can’t wait, it’s driving us all nuts because we want to get in there and get going,” she said.
Part of their impatience centers around the people who need the facility. Right now, they know
there is an 18-year-old in Indianola “couch surfing” and another family living at a shelter in Des
Moines but sending a child to school in Indianola.
“The faster we can move it along, the faster we can move forward,” she said.
The new facility will have 12 rooms, some of which will house multiple individuals while other
spaces will hold up to four families. A staff member will live on site full time.
“It will be a continuous project,” she said. “It’s not going to be the Hilton, but we’ll give people a
safe and clean place to stay while they’re getting back on their feet.”
They have changed the name of the facility from a homeless shelter to supportive housing and
resource center, she said, to better reflect the goals of the facility.
The other reason for their impatience comes from the desire to surprise one of their own.
Abernathy noted that group has had to move ahead without the help of former Indianola city
council member Joe Gezel, who suffered a heart attack in November and is continuing to
recover.
“We can’t wait to show Joe the keys,” she said.

https://www.indianola-ia.com/news/joe-gezel-heal-house-moving-forward-together/article_2673ef60-e8b411ea-b755-ebe94f5dd285.html

Joe Gezel, HEAL House, moving forward together
AMY DUNCAN / Indianola Independent Advocate
Aug 27, 2020

Former Indianola city council member Joe Gezel is still recovering from months of medical challenges, but he's home
now and looking forward to the opening of HEAL House.
MARK DAVITT / Indianola Independent Advocate

Joe Gezel spent almost five months laying in a hospital bed earlier this year — much of it
unconscious. But he says the time didn’t go to waste.

“I had an awful lot of time to talk to God,” said Gezel. “I told him what my plan was and I asked
him if it was all right? And he more or less told me, at least I think he did, that that is what I
want you to do.
“HEAL House. Helping people.”
That was Gezel’s main focus back in November. He was retiring from the Indianola City Council
and was busy speaking and raising money to help HEAL House purchase a physical location.

HEAL House of Iowa offers temporary housing to people who need a hand.
MARK DAVITT / Indianola Independent Advocate

He got up Nov. 7 with some shoulder pain. He drove himself to the Indianola fire department
to have it checked. Paramedics there checked his blood pressure.
“I swear to God the high number was 260,” Gezel recalled. When paramedics said they were
taking him to the hospital, he said that was fine. “I remember just as plain as day. I said, ‘well,
let me go down home and tell Dorothy what's going on.’ And he goes, ‘No, you stay here. And
we'll call Dorothy along the way.’”
Gezel remembers the sight of the stop lights by Wal-Mart through the back window of the
ambulance.
“That’s the last thing I remember for five months,” he said.

Gezel had surgery that day to clear blockages to his heart. A few days later, his nurses realized
he likely had had a stroke. Over the next few months, the health complications came one after
another — on a ventilator, then struggling to get off, back on, back off. He had part of his
intestine removed, then blood flow to his leg was blocked. They amputated his leg above the
knee and his family waited for him to wake up.
But he didn’t.
“The kids told me the doctors took them
and mom (Dorothy) into a room and told
them what the scoop was, and my wife said
‘if he’s going, he’s going on his own terms,’”
he said. The family prayed and fasted.
“She wouldn’t pull the plug on me,” said
Joe. “And I thank God for that. I still have a
few things to take care of.”
One of those projects will take a big step
forward, when HEAL House opens its doors
for an open house Sunday. The facility,
which will house families and individuals
who need temporary housing, hopes to
house its first resident beginning Tuesday,
said Laurie Abernathy, president of the
group’s board.
Joe’s work on the project started almost

Joe Gezel, who suffered a heart attack in November, had a
leg amputated during a five-month stint in the hospital.
He's now learning to walk on his new prosthetic leg.
MARK DAVITT / Indianola Independent Advocate

four years ago. He and his family lived
across the street from Irving Elementary,
the house he and his wife, Dorothy, bought more than 30 years ago when they moved to
Indianola from southern Iowa.
Angie Elliott and Dorothy started holding coat drives for the kids at the school, said Joe. Then
they added gloves.

“It got to the point where they were calling
over here and asking if we had coats or
gloves for kids,” he recalled. “Good grief, it
just went like crazy.”
And then Abernathy called. She knew kids
who were living in their cars. “And that was
the start of it,” Gezel said.
“Our mission, even back then, was to try to
find a place to put some people and help
them,” he said. “It just all fell into place in

Joe Gezel of Indianola who suffered a heart attack in
November and is continuing to recover.
MARK DAVITT / Indianola Independent Advocate

the last year and a half. And there it is.”
The Woods Motel.
HEAL House bought the old motel on Highway 92 south of Indianola in May. They’ve been
renovating the facility ever since, updating water and electric systems, while local groups like
Redeemer Lutheran Church, Center Chapel and Rotary of Indianola took on remodeling rooms.
Their help was “amazing,” said Abernathy.
“The rooms are unbelievable,” she said. “They’ve taken hold and decorated them and put a lot
of love in them.”

HEAL House and Joe Gezel move forward together

HEAL House of Iowa
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HEAL House of Iowa offers temporary housing to people who need a hand.
MARK DAVITT / Indianola Independent Advocate

Each group was responsible for painting, cleaning and decorating a room. Others adopted the
bathrooms, the classroom and the garden, she said.
“It’s going to make people feel very at home, like they belong, and are able to get to business,”
said Abernathy, whether that means working a job while saving money for an apartment or
home of their own or going to school.
Gezel said he too plans to get back to the business. In his case, that means helping people.
“I think I can help them even more,” he said. He is a living example of the message he wants to
send. Don’t give up.
In addition to encouraging residents to persevere, he plans to continue raising money to
support the ongoing operations of HEAL House, in part through public speaking.
“There’s an awful lot of people who aren’t aware of it yet,” he said. “I like talking in front of
people.”
He also wants to promote the new facility through his role on Iowa’s Council on Homelessness.
He still has healing of his own to do. He came home in March, just days before COVID-19 closed
hospitals to visitors. He found a crowd of friends and well-wishers along the street, and a new
first-floor bedroom that his family had created for him.
For months, he could barely roll over.
“My strength was gone,” he said. “When I was in high school, I could bench press 280 pounds.
Now I use a 3-pound weight and it kills me.”
He worked with Simpson College wrestler and alum Nick Ackerman, who lost his legs due to
bacterial meningitis as a baby, on creating his new prosthetic leg — although he drew the line
at a Frozen leg to match the one his granddaughter sports.

He’s learning to walk again on parallel bars set on the family’s new deck — built by young
people who worked on mission trips around Indianola.
At times, recovery has been hard. Not just physically, but mentally.
“I’ve been down in the dumps a couple of times,” he said. “I’ve always been able to go and them
bam! For 10 months, you can't do nothing. And for five months, you didn't even know what
your name was.”
He’s been angry at the world “a couple of times,” he said. “Why did this happen to Joe?”
But his wife and daughters, Mitzi Gezel, Stacy Strong and Amanda Merema then “snap me back
to reality.”
He likes to watch a video his daughter, Mitzi, made about his effort. “It brought a tear to my
eye,” he said. He encourages her to share it to others because “it might help somebody else.”
Just as friends helped him, both with their support, and their prayers.
Recently, Justin Kappelman’s daughter, Grace, showed him a rubber band chain she had made.
Each rubber band represented a prayer she had said for him, she told him.
“I’m a firm believer in prayer, I’m a firm believer in divine intervention. That’s all I can say about
that,” he said. “There was an awful lot of prayers said for me and I heard every doggone one of
them.
“I didn’t hear them here,” he added, touching his head. “I heard them here,” he said, touching
his heart.

If You Go
The HEAL House open house will be held Sunday, Aug. 30, from 1 p.m. to 5 p.m. There will be a ribbon
cutting at 5 p.m.

RELATED LINKS
Joe's daughter Mitzi chronicled his illness, and his recovery in this heart touching video.

