
I first met Maria (now 26 years old), at a mango cart next to the church 
where I work. It was summertime. She asked me, “Are you the church 
lady?”

I nodded, coming to terms with the fact that people in my neighborhood started calling me The Church Lady. 
“Am I going to hell if I abort my baby?” she asked in an abrupt and rather confrontational tone. 

Knowing there was more to this question than met the eye, I asked her if we could talk. We walked two 
blocks down the street to her boyfriend’s family’s house and sat on the stoop. That moment began a two-
year-running relationship with Maria. 

MARIA’S CHILDHOOD

Maria grew up with her sisters in the care of her mother. Her mother was a drug addict for many years. From 
what I gather, “home” was a neglectful and abusive environment when her mother was “really addicted” (as 
Maria put it). Maria had her first child when she was twelve-years-old, and then she dropped out of school. 
She was exposed to the drug scene at a young age and soon became a chronic “weed” smoker graduating 
to other drugs, including her drug of choice “meth”. Maria grew up in different houses, but all of the houses 
were in or around the same ten streets of our neighborhood community. 

MARIA AND FAMILY

Maria loves her family. She has respect for her mother, and though she was treated harshly and in unsafe 
and dangerous situations as a result of her mother’s drug use and lifestyle, Maria loves her intensely. 
However, she does hate the fact her mom named her after a drink—“It sounds like a stripper name—maybe 
she had sex in a bar or something”. 

Maria has three sisters, two of whom live in our neighborhood—only a couple of blocks from her. One 
sister chooses not to associate with Maria. The other sister, who gets stressed from Maria’s life choices and 
behavior once said to me, “She’s my sister, I gotta love her”. Maria’s older sister and mother take care of her 
third child. This elder sister does not have a good relationship with Maria. “She thinks I am using her,” Maria 
says. 

Maria has given birth to four children. Something happened to the first child that I believe resulted in 
his death. She doesn’t ever talk about it. The topic gets her flustered and her communication becomes 
unintelligible. Her second child is being raised by the father’s mother; the father is incarcerated. Maria 
has not seen the child since he was very young. There is no relationship or connection to the child. Maria’s 
third child lives with her mom and older sister. She was taken away from her when Maria went to prison. 
There was a raid on her house for drugs. The child at four or five-years-old took the drugs Maria had in her 
possession, went into the bathroom, put the drugs in the toilet, ran a bath, stripped down, and when the 
cops came they did not enter the bathroom because there was no female officer. When relaying the story to 
me, Maria remarked, “How smart was she? She was so smart! She just knew what to do…”

Maria has had three pregnancies in the two years I’ve known her. When I first met her, she was pregnant 
with the first of these three pregnancies. She aborted the baby. She asked a friend (a forty-five-year-old 
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woman who works at the church) to adopt the baby, but she could not, so she got an abortion. As a result 
of a fall down a flight of stairs in the abandoned house they were living in at the time, the second baby 
died. The baby was seven months in utero, and Maria had to “have the baby and everything—push and 
everything, so the dead baby could get out of me”. 

The third child is Danny Jr. Danny is my “godchild”. For some reason, Maria wanted godparents and she 
wanted me to be his godmother. “You know you gotta pray for him; tell him about Jesus; make sure he 
goes the right way; and be in his life forever and ever, amen,” Maria instructed me. I don’t come from a 
“godparent” background, but the name of godparents in my neighborhood is extremely important and 
valued. 

In the months after Maria had Danny Jr., she wasn’t sure if Danny Jr. was Danny’s. She said she had been 
raped by one of “the men1”. “It could be his [the man]—Danny Jr. has blue eyes…he doesn’t look like 
Danny…does he, does he?” However, after a paternity test, they are 95% sure Danny Jr. is Danny’s. 

Danny is Maria’s boyfriend. She calls him her husband and they display the neck tattoos they have of one 
another as they walk the streets. Hickies usually decorate their necks as well. “It shows we love each other,” 
she says. 

Danny shares a similar background as Maria; however, the abuse—physical, emotional, and mental “was 
much worse than mine,” she declares. He grew up in an abusive home as well and didn’t know that his 
name was Danny until kindergarten. His mom called him “Dumb ass m-f” and that is what he said his name 
was the first week of school. Danny is technically mentally impaired and was on an IEP through school. “He 
reads on a second grade level now and does math at third,” Maria proudly announced one day. “We studied 
really hard, so now he can be his own payee!” Danny can now receive his own SSI, and doesn’t have to worry 
about anyone taking his money (which was a frequent occurrence). 

MARIA AND METH

About a year after meeting Maria, she asked me to go the “The Clinic” with her. I didn’t know what she was 
talking about or what medicine she was going to get. As we were walking, she made me promise not to tell 
anyone she was a meth addict. I knew she was using something, but I had no idea what. We went to the 
clinic which was just a block away from my house. She stayed at my house that night because Danny’s family 
wanted to “jump” her the previous night, and they asked to stay at the house. We said that she could, but 
that he would have to stay at his family’s home. 

So, at 7 a.m., she was tense and said she needed me to come with her, because Danny usually did. Opening 
the door to The Clinic opened me to a world of addiction that I did not know. Maria went and “dropped”. 
Then, her social worker said that he needed to speak to her. She wanted me to meet him. “Tell her how 
good I’m doing,” she urged him. He said she had been clean for seven months, but that he had to talk to her 
privately about some stuff. 

After her conference with him, she drank her “medicine” and then signed out. “You see that girl behind the 
counter? I used to call her fat bitch, make fun of her, kick her. I was so mean to her in school. Now, look at 
where she is, and look at where I am. I had to tell her sorry when I was clean. “Sorry I was so mean, but I told 
her ‘look at where I am now’…I got what I deserved,” Maria said, obviously still upset about past actions. 

We were on the corner of a major intersection and Maria said, “The bus stop where I stand at to catch the 
bus is a corner where I often get solicited for sex.” It’s interesting to note that this main “thoroughfare” for 
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prostitution is just ten stops from the methadone clinic. 

PROSTITUTION, ABANDONED HOUSES

As I mentioned, Maria was unsure about the paternity of Danny Jr. because of her prostitution activities. 
When she was released from prison, she returned to her addiction to meth. She had a demand, but no 
supply so she began prostituting. If you walk the streets of our community, you can see various women at 
most every corner waiting for a potential interest. They are not your stereotypical prostitutes. They wear 
jeans and t-shirts, sometimes sexy shirts revealing sagging breasts. Most of the women prostituting are 
between twenty-five to forty-years-old. They often have wet or slicked back hair in a ponytail. They are often 
sagging and wrinkly, and the physical effects of addiction are obvious. These women usually trade sex for 
drugs or charge $30-40 for vaginal sex, and $15-20 for oral sex. 

Maria could often be found on one of those corners. Whenever anyone asked what she was doing, she 
replied, “Waiting for a bus.” However, it was obvious that it was a lie by her behavior. Each car that passed, 
she made intentional eye contact with the driver and moved to follow the car. Eventually, she admitted that 
she was prostituting. “For a hotel,” she said, “A place to stay”.

Maria and Danny had been staying in a series of abandoned houses through the winter months. Sometimes 
they would spend the money on unnecessary things or they wouldn’t get Danny’s full check. Maria often 
sold her food stamps, but she said she often would prostitute to get a hotel or cigarettes. 
Christ and Maria

She would often ask me about Jesus during these times: pancake-making or ramen noodle cooking times 
at my house. I would answer questions she had and share the gospel with her. My roommates would often 
pray with and for them. Danny never believed in God because of his terrifying childhood; however, he 
became more curious as he got to know us better. They often wanted us to pray for them. I gave Danny a 
comic book Bible which he read vigorously all the way through in a week. 

Maria and Danny want to be married—and, in a church. They have been to a church service once, and the 
Pastor that they want to marry them said he will not unless they start attending service and attend pre-
marital counseling. 

Maria and Danny are both Puerto Rican and have been exposed to the Catholic Church, but never “felt God”. 
Maria declares, “I feel Him now—even when I am doing bad things, I talk to Him now, you know. I pray 
before meals and at night. When it’s real quiet. When it’s real quiet, He hears me better.” 

REFLECTION

God loves Maria. -> God forgives Maria. -> God desires her heart. 

These truths are clear throughout the Bible. Having patience and walking alongside Maria is the best action a 
Christian can take. There is more to Maria than mentioned in this ethnography. These are brief glimpses into 
the world of a woman who is complex and multi-faceted. However, there is a precious “in road.” And that 
road is through constant loving relationships with Christians. 

Even though Maria is included in all kinds of statistics with the labels of: ex-con, teenage mother, abuser, 
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drug addict, and prostitute, I see her as one for whom God has great compassion. His presence is made 
known to her when she feels His Spirit through His people and in those silent nights of prayer. Jesus sees the 
soul of an individual, not just a label or the physical. 

Constant, persistent intercessory prayer is key into winning the battle against the various demonic 
strongholds in her life. Maria feels the demons, she says, just like she feels God. It is our duty as Christians 
to commit to prayer, and not just because of warfare, but also for her welfare. Finally, we must pray for her 
salvation—not just an “awareness” of God, but an acceptance of Him. 
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