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MINISTRY WITH THE POOR Pat. Barrett,RSC,T 

/CJ!f,1-qs, 
Just as I was finishing high school and getting ready for college, 

the stock market crashed in 1929 and the country moved into the great dpp­
ression of the 1930 1 s, Some of my friends were unable to finish their school­
ing because their families lost everythinRo Anyone who walked along the shore 
of Lake Michigan near Chicago, experieneed vicariously the devastating impact 
a£ the depression. Homeless people sought whatever protection they could find 
in fragile lean-tos battered by the bitter cold north wind. "Brother, can you 
spare a dime?'' was a genuine, heart-rending, often-heard pleae 

During college years at Maryville from 1931-35, most of us had very little 
money and s...pent our week-ends exploring the area around Maryville known as 
Dutch Town and the remoter regions near the tracks named "Hooverville"., 
Walking along the embankment on the cliffs above the Mississippi River 
we saw the wretched hovels which served as home for the poor and unemployed. 

On Saturdays, I often did some beginning social work interviewing people 
in need at Catholic Charities. On Sundays, we spent some time visiting the 
girls at the Good Shepherd Coµvent. 

The encyclical, Q,uadragesimo Anno, by Pius Xl. appeared in 1931 and was 
forthwith integrated into Spciology class, taught by Dr. Eva Ross, an Emglish 
woman with enlig�tened views� From her, I got my first understanding of the 
power and approPriateness of the Church's social teacinge I also learned of 
the opposition f especially among Catholics, to some of its fundamental prin­
ciples, such as the basic equality of all people regardless of race, and the 
rights of working people especially to form unions and bargain collectively� 
New Deal legislation such as the NRA, NLRA, AAA. etc. conformed to the teaching 
of the Church but one law after the other fell before the reactionary Supreme 
Court, made up largely of corporation lawyers� 

I did not come out of any theology in my poverty minis try f- but was mo ti va ted 
and guided in my teacing amd actions by the developing social doctrine of 
the Church from Leo Y.111 to Paul Vl. 

As an aspirant at Maryville during the 1940 1 s one of our first and most 
practical projects was the organization of a Sacred Heart Boys• Club. Sister 
Mary DoWling and I were the directors .. Club members included youngsters from 
the neighborhood who were allowed to play on our grounds in exchange for pro­
tecting it from vandals. Their reward was a once-a-week meeting and party and 
a semi-annual distribution of awards for outstanding performance. 

In the 1950's my work for the poor consisted mainly of teaching the social 
encyclicals and encouraging the students to join what we called SAC - Social 
Action Corps. It functioned during the summer months when the students were at 
home, and consisted of various forms of service which they unde:eto9_k on their 
own and reported on by a designated date... Reports were sent to me at Mary­
ville and I compiled them in the form of a newsletter. This was circulated 
among the student participants and served tb d�c�ment and encourage their 
efforts� Later, a peacticum was introduced into the Sociology curriculum 
as an academic course with most of the work done in the field. 

With Maryville's move to St. Louis County and the heightened civil rights 
activity of the late 50 1 s and 6o•s, I began to move into practical projects 
which were expanded with the easing of cloister. It was a very slow evolilition 
for me, from beµind-the-scene activities where I tried to motivate and suggest 



and even substitute at the switchboard for students so they could attend 
meetings and rallies. One that stands out in my memory was a rousing talk 
by Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. at Temple Israel in St. Louis County, 

In the middle sixties, Maryville's Political Science Department initiated 
a ,itizenship Training Seminar for the residents of a notoriously bad housing 
project, called Pruitt-Igoe. Most of the residents were black and many were 
very fine people, willing to take advantage of opportunities that came their 
way, CITRAS (Citizenship Training Seminar) was sponsored by the Public Housing 
Authority, Welfare, the North Side Team Ministry and Father John Shocklee, 
pastor of St, Bridget's eatholli.c'Church in the inner city. Participants were 
selected by these four groups and they met twice a week at night in Grunden 
Public Library. A Maryville student and myself were the instructors and ani­
mators. The curriculum consisted in a comprehensive survey of the essentials 
of American government: federal, state and local levels, There were lots of 
lively practical applications as it was an election year wi*h candidates for 
Mayor of St. Louis and for Fifth Watd Alderman vying with one another for a 
chance to address the group, A surprisimg number of Citras graduates became 
leaders in the black community durimg the 196o•s and 1970 1 s, 

With enactment of the Economic Opportunity Act im 1964 and the launching 
of the war against poverty, educational, vocational and recreational pro-
jects received welcome in1'uts of federal money. My participation was direct 
and indirect. For one year, I worked as an education speci?-list for the 
Human Development Corporation, the official anti-poverty agency in St. Louis. 
My- duties were to develop, supervise and teach programs in the poverty areas, 
designed to provide basic adult education, An amazing number of those enrolled 
in the VIP (Voluntary Improvement Program) classes evESiltually earned a high 
school equivalency diploma. 

I continued to teach courses in political science at Maryville and always 
found my experiences with the poor enriching and challenging, They provided 
substance to the text book theory. 

While at HDC, I was sent next avor to the Municipal Jail to work out some 
educational projects for a group of bright young blacks who were doing time 
for civil rights de�onstratioms. They were soon moved to the Workhouse f a 
mediu¢ security institution•" The program followed them,enabling inmates of 
the workhouse to earn high school equivalency certificates. 

Thus began my work with prisoners� a margi�alized group if there ever

was one s I visited the jail once or twice a week and a college student 
usually )fent with me. We talked with the, women and taught those who l".ishedJ 
what we could under the adverse circumstances of their crowded 6th fl6or quarters. 
Most were there for a short time, waiting to be sente�ced* Many were re-
peaters who turned up periodically .. All were in need and it is this d.iriiension 
of poverty that I find most appealing-.- It isn't just a matter of material 
deprivation, but the searing human need that may exist under a well-to-do 
and seemingly successful exterior� I developed some firm and lasting friend­
ships with the "girls" as we called them and kept in touch for years after 
they were released e The same was true for the men on the lower floors of the 
jail. A few managed to escap.,.,i:he criminal web, but most were never able to 
totally- disentangle themselves from a way of life they had known for too long. 
For these, it was a frustrating cycle of hitting bottom, pulling orre!,s.fself 
up for a while and slipping back again, These are society's real outcasts. 

For a while, I belonged to a creative group 
Jefferson City, Mo,, called Lifers Incorpqated. 

at the state penitentiary at 
These were men with life 






