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 Pastoral Ministry in Belize, Central America
During the summer of 1974, I was given the opportunity to do pastoral ministry for six weeks in Dangriga, Belize, C.A., working with youth, visiting patients at the local hospital, giving a retreat for the women’s group in the parish.  What has stayed with me the most, was Denfield, a two year old orphan suffering from malnutrition.  I would visit him in the hospital and help feed him.  He was so malnourished, he looked like he was about 6 months old. I would carry him outside the hospital and one day a butterfly appeared.  He was fascinated by it.  Another day I brought him close to the ocean and he became very frightened by the high waves. When I was leaving Dangriga, I wanted to give him a gift to remember me by.  I looked for a stuffed animal but there were none in the town; instead a found a little handmade car.  I remember that when I said good bye to him, he clung so hard that I had to force him away from me and heard him screaming as I walked down the long road to return to the parish.  I wondered if it would have been better not to build a relationship that couldn’t continue.
1983-88    Sacred Heart Community Services and Martha’s Kitchen, San Jose, California
When Barbara Dawson was the ministry contact for the US Province and I had just completed a sabbatical year in Chicago, I asked if there was some ministry I could do with those on the margin of society.  She told me that she had been living in San Jose, California before being named as Province Ministry Coordinator and a new community was being formed to serve in that Area. One possibility of ministry was to be a co-principal for the local parish school.  After speaking with the pastor, the two of us who went for the interview, realized that we were not called to that ministry.  We then began looking at other possibilities and I ended up working for Louise Benson, the woman they called “the Mother Teresa of San Jose”.  She had begun several ministries for the homeless and the undocumented (mostly Hispanics) and needed someone to coordinate the outreach services which included a food box program and “clothes closet”, a job training program for adults, delicious hot meals twice a week at “Martha’s Kitchen” and after-school and summer programs for the children.  The programs operated out of Sacred Heart Parish in San Jose where I was also a member of the Sacred Heart Parish Team. The team met weekly to coordinate all the activities of the parish. One of the sisters on the Parish Team and I began a home visiting program and offered a faith sharing group for some of the undocumented women.  I worked with over 200 volunteers each week.  

As I look back now, I am amazed at all that happened during those five years.  Every year we would have an Appreciation Night for the volunteers and would have a slide program with photos of volunteers at work.  One year the theme was taken from the story of the Multiplication of the Loaves and Fish.  Jesus took what was there and multiplied it!  I felt like that was happening all the time at Sacred Heart Community Services.  After two or three years, it was necessary to hire another person to be the Director of Martha’s Kitchen and I continued coordinating the other services.  More persons were hired to assist with all the services, including Deanna Von Bargen, RSCJ and a public relations assistant.  

There are so many stories I could share about the volunteers and the people we served.  The ones that stand out for me are the following:
Nick, a homeless drug addict with a university degree, slept under a bridge at night, along with other men who had formed a community of sorts.  He was always very friendly and a bit dramatic when he would greet me with a deep bow.  He spoke with great conviction and humor but didn’t always make sense. He was just one of many who had lost their ability to function in society and was now dependent on others to support him.

Maria was an undocumented woman from Guatemala, who lived with her abusive husband and two children in a small garage just large enough for their one bed and a tiny kitchen area.  She was caught in a situation that seemed impossible to change but was grateful for the food and other resources we could offer, the visits to her home and the faith sharing group we had once a week. She and so many others like her, had little hope for a better life. We were not able to help her out of her situation, but did connect her with a social worker.  I never heard the end of her story.

Aaron was a volunteer for Martha’s Kitchen and a recovering alcoholic who took seriously his AA Program.  He was also one of the drivers who would pick up day old bakery goods, leftover vegetables and whatever else the local markets could offer.  The meals at Martha’s Kitchen were always well prepared, very tasty and nutritious, including some protein (meat, cheese or beans), several vegetables and salads, coffee and dessert. Aaron always shared his sense of humor, intelligence, generosity, humility and compassion to our community of volunteers and those whom we served.
________________

Our Lady of Guadalupe School, Houston Texas

After five years of service, I knew it was time for me to move on and found myself in Houston, Texas as the Principal of Our Lady of Guadalupe School for seven years!  How I got there is a story in itself.  I will just say that I first refused the invitation of Clare Pratt RSCJ, who had been the principal before me. When she called me a second time after hearing I was leaving Sacred Heart Community Services, I agreed to at least visit the school and meet with a group of RSCJ who agreed to form a team to help with the administration of the school. Clare said the school needed someone who understood Hispanics and provide spiritual leadership.  The school at the time was located in an inner city neighborhood and was surrounded by very simple houses and many families which could not afford to pay tuition for their children.  Down the road there was a soup kitchen.  

During my visit to the school, the message I received from all whom I met was “You don’t have to be perfect and we would really like you to be our principal.”  After some time of discernment I said “yes” to the opportunity, knowing it was a big risk for the school as well as for me.  There were many challenges in the seven years I served as the principal but they were also years full of grace and unexpected “miracles” and I knew Our Lady of Guadalupe was really running the school!

During my first week in the school, the five Radio Shack computers in the computer room were stolen.  I suggested we call the local newspaper office.  A reporter arrived at the school to interview us and the next day part of her article about the break-in was on the front page of the newspaper.  Within one week we were offered more computers than we started out with and a significant amount of money to purchase several others!  After some time, a large company nearby was updating their computer system and also offered us some of their computers which they no longer needed.

We also received a call from the Houston’s Women Society and I was asked to speak to their group.  At the end of my presentation, a woman with a Spanish accent came up to me and said she was an alumna from a Sacred Heart school in Spain.  She wanted to help in some way and I put her in touch with our Development Director, Marie-Louise Wolfington, RSCJ.  In the end Carmen Bridges and her husband, David, put on a Gala for the school at one of the biggest hotels in Houston.  The event brought in over $200,000 in one night. Barbara Walters, a well know personality on prime time news, was the special guest who was unable to attend the function but gave a video message about the school on a large screen which was lowered at one point during the dinner.   The following year there was another Gala, during which David’s antique convertible was auctioned off.  Carmen and David continued to be major contributors to the school and also built a special grotto and plaza in honor of Our Lady of Guadalupe on the Parish Property. Through the Galas we met other donors who became very involved in supporting the school on a regular basis.

There are so many memorable experiences from those seven years.  I want to share two other memories that were very poignant.  Maria and Luis, a brother and sister, had attended our school for several years.  But Luis became a major discipline problem when he began using drugs and we had to dismiss him from the school.  The following year he asked to return and said that he had stopped using drugs; but after considering all the circumstances, we were unable to take him back.  During that year Luis was killed by other gang members and his mother told us that the night he died, she passed by his room and heard him saying the Rosary!  Our Lady of Guadalupe had remained his friend to the end of his life on this earth.

Another student called Georgianne, was the oldest of seven children who were cared for by their grandmother who loved them and shared with them “the little she had to live on”.  Georgianne had had an ear ache for a number of weeks because her grandmother could not afford to take her to the doctor.  With the help of another RSCJ, Tootsie Torian, Georgianne was able to visit an ear specialist.  It was discovered that she had a dead roach in her ear!  

Some faculty and students from Duchesne Academy in Houston would do projects for our students and every year, on the Feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe representatives from Duchesne Academy would join us and the representatives that came from the seven other Inner City Schools who came for the celebration.  Our students would put on a play about Our Lady of Guadalupe and all the visiting students as well as our students would process into the Church, each carrying a rose for Our Lady.  (Our Lady had appeared to Juan Diego in the winter and had him bring roses as a “sign” to convince the bishop of her message to him.)   Beginning at midnight the night before the feast and throughout the following day, visitors would come from all over Houston to pray with Our Lady. By the end of the day the Church was filled with candles and even more roses.

It was through our connection with Duchesne Academy that we met George and Joan Sherman, a young couple who had two children attending Duchesne but had lost their only son at the age of eight to leukemia.  They wanted to do something in his honor and gave a very generous donation to OLG School for our Scholarship Fund.  George also became a member of our School Board and Joan would volunteer her services in the school.

When I returned to the school several years ago, I had mixed feelings.  The school had developed significantly and the population has changed.  It is no longer what one would consider “an inner city school.”   It was thriving and the mostly middle class students who attend the school  are quite successful.  It was good that the RSCJ moved on; but I missed seeing the old environment where economically deprived students were given hope for their future.

What I have learned from these experiences: 

· There will always be a need to reach out to the peripheries in order to offer compassion and hope for the hopeless.  
· The peripheries will change and we need to continue to be open to those moments when it is time to move on.
· The most important thing we can offer to those in situations that seem impossible is hope.  We are not there to rescue people or to solve their problems.
· Working as a team in administration brings more wisdom to decisions that must be made in the context of communal discernment.
· Sometimes things have to get worse before they get better.
· Because of our relationship with God we always have an abundance of what we need to respond in love to every person and situation.








