FROM THE DIRECTOR of our OUTREACH PROGRAM: July 5, 2009

Since this July marks my first anniversary as Director of the Outreach program at Old St. Joseph’s Church, I thought it would be fitting to reflect on some of my experiences from this past year.  Some of my responsibilities as Director include ordering food, creating menus, developing programming, coordinating volunteers and navigating my way through the world of social services, while always keeping in mind our primary focus—that being, to provide a hot, home cooked meal to the homeless and hungry poor of our city. Also, much of what I have learned this year I owe to our dedicated team of volunteers.   It is through their endless acts of love and compassion for the guests they serve so loyally and selflessly that I have been able to find my inspiration and motivation throughout these past twelve months.   And finally, perhaps the biggest lesson learned is that through this simple act of feeding, we are able to nourish not only bodies but also souls. 
Whether the faces of the clients are familiar or new, the stories remain the same.  The migrant farm worker who does not speak English and lives in poverty in North Philadelphia, not earning enough money to pay for both food and rent. The nineteen year old runaway who looks fourteen and has been living on the streets for months on end.  The father who hitched a ride to Philadelphia in hopes of finding work to help support his family in South Carolina and is now without a job, living in the shelter system and desperately in search of a way home to his children. The drifter from out of town who keeps moving from city to city in search of a better life. One without addiction and pain, never aware that what he’s running from is, in fact, himself.  The client suffering from mental illness, self medicating with crack and alcohol in hopes that it will quiet the voices inside his head.  The man who was, just last month, in his own apartment, until he lost his job.  Like so many, he was only one paycheck away from being homeless.
It is these and many others with their own, individual stories and problems who walk through the doors of OSJ Outreach every week.  In addition to a hot meal, they are looking for everything from help with finding a place to stay for the night to information about medical services, housing programs, rehabilitation programs and employment, as well as tutoring services, clothing and computer classes. These are services that are readily available to them in many of the feeding programs in the city.  Why then, do they come to OSJ Outreach as opposed to other programs?  They come to OSJ not just for food, but for a hot, home cooked meal overflowing with love and served with dignity and respect.  They come for a kind word and a smile from the volunteers there to welcome them.  For a place to catch up with old friends and make new ones or an opportunity to show beat-up, war-torn pictures of their grandchildren to anyone who will look.  It’s an opportunity to share their accomplishments and sometimes failures, with people who truly care.  It’s a place to be at peace and rest safely, if only for a few hours, from a world of violence and despair.  And sometimes, it’s a place to cry, because they cannot take life on the street anymore. 
Progress is abundant.  Just not in the usual way we view progress.  Most of these men will never move that far from where they are now.  Barriers such as mental illness, a life-long history of abuse, drug addiction and poverty will win out over any motivational talk or expectation that we might have for them.  However, they do make progress.  When the man sleeping on the street agrees to move into a shelter, that is progress.  In turn, when he moves from a shelter into a recovery program, that is progress.  Not getting high for a whole day is progress.  It is, at times, difficult to realize the fact that some will never be able to break this cycle of abuse and homelessness.  It is then that we stand back, and realize that our job is to just listen to them, to hold them, to be there for them, to walk along side them.  More than anything else, this is a ministry of presence.  Sometimes, it’s just about being there.
I look forward to the coming year with great excitement, always mindful of those whose support was crucial to our success. I am thankful to all of you, the parishioners of Old St. Joseph’s Church, for your ongoing recognition of the importance of service and social justice.  I am thankful for the volunteers who will continue to serve as a source of inspiration and spiritual growth to me and to all who witness their selfless acts of love.  To Fr. Ruff and all the staff at OSJ for their guidance, wisdom and wonderful sense of humor.   I am also thankful to the Social Justice Committee for their enthusiastic support and guidance throughout this past year.  An extra special thanks to Jack O’Doherty for teaching me that the best way to lead is to listen.  And lastly, to my colleague, Merridi Stokes and his never ending dedication to helping the homeless community of Philadelphia realize that they are worthy and that they do have the power to overcome adversity.
In conclusion, this year has been an amazing one.  With the addition of our computer lab, clothing program, tutoring program and your support, OSJ Outreach continues to thrive, providing quality services to help those in need move forward and make progress in their lives.  Have faith in knowing that you are all part of the solution.

Once again, thank you for this opportunity to serve you and may God bless you all.   

Kristine Jaeger, Director

Old St. Joseph’s Outreach
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