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Volunteer Spotlight: Elsie Mills

While Rainbow’s in-person programming has been suspended during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the beloved community spirit of our senior lunch program carries on, thanks to 
our dedicated staff as well as wonderful volunteers such as Elsie Mills.

Elsie, who began volunteering with Rainbow in 2016, has been using her volunteer hours 
during shelter-in-place to call senior lunch participants to check in, see if any of them 
need food or other essentials, and just catch up. “I know about their dogs and their cats,” 
she says, “and other things important to them, so I ask. It’s a nice touchstone.” 

Along with our entire community, Elsie will be very happy to return to our in-person 
lunches when it is safe for our seniors to do so. For one thing, the lunches are a lot of fun: 
“We eat dessert first!” says Elsie, laughing. 

Held the first and third Friday of the month during normal programming, the senior 
lunches draw crowds of up to 30 seniors. Elsie volunteers on the first Fridays, and says 
she finds it incredibly rewarding.

“Queer seniors often feel isolated,” Elsie says. “Some have been hurt by their families, all 
have come from a generation in which they were not always accepted. So we have social 
hour first— we sit and chat over dessert and coffee.”

After plenty of good conversation, Elsie helps serve a delicious lunch to the group. “Some 
are very quiet,” she says, “but they come every month. It’s very heartwarming.”

A longtime activist for human rights, Elsie retired from a career in social services a few 
years ago and moved from Illinois to California to be closer to her grandchildren. She 
had volunteered for many years with other LGBTQ programs, including an organization 
for queer middle and high school students, so once she got settled in Concord, she says, 
“I googled LGBTQ organizations, and up popped Rainbow!”

The participants in the senior lunches are a tight yet welcoming group, says Elsie. One 
participant travels from Richmond to Concord, another comes from Oakland.

“Elsie is so dedicated and hardworking that she has even continued to volunteer virtually 
during the pandemic,” says Christopher Holden, Rainbow’s Senior Program Manager. “She 
has been making check-in calls to our senior lunch participants, which really helps us 
nurture our community during this difficult time.”
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“Elsie is so dedicated and hardworking that she has even continued to volunteer virtually 
during the pandemic,” says Christopher Holden, Rainbow’s Senior Program Manager. “She 
has been making check-in calls to our senior lunch participants, which really helps us 
nurture our community during this difficult time.”

“The seniors are so welcoming to me,” Elsie says. “Many assume I’m queer since I’m volun-
teering at Rainbow, and if the conversation seems like it’s helpful to share this, I’ll let them 
know that I’m straight. I want them to know there are straight people who care. I think of 
the Emma Lazarus quote: ‘Until we are all free, we are none of us free.’”

“Rainbow saves lives,” Elsie says. “It’s an organization that means so much to the com-
munity. Particularly now that there’s increased isolation because of the pandemic, the 
services provide essential connection. All of Rainbow’s services impact lives, and I don’t 
say that lightly. It’s a place where anyone can find acceptance and other people who are 
struggling with the same things.”
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“Rainbow saves lives. It’s an organization that means so much to the community. Particu-
larly now that there’s increased isolation because of the pandemic, the services provide 
essential connection. All of Rainbow’s services impact lives, and I don’t say that lightly. 
It’s a place where anyone can find acceptance and other people who are struggling with 
the same things.”
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