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I’m certain that there are nearly as 
many reasons why people volunteer to 
help others as there are individuals 
who volunteer.  For some it is a need 
to serve others, driven by faith or 
personal philosophy. For others it’s a 
way to give back in thanks for the 
many blessings they themselves have 
received in life.  And for those like 
me, the reason lies in seeking a way to 
help themselves by helping others.  
 
While I have volunteered for various 
causes off and on throughout my 
adulthood, my path to working with 
Catholic Charities and the homeless 
was a very personal one, growing out of tragedy in my own life. In August of 2011, Vivian, my 
wife of 44 years, was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer.  As with 94% of all who contract this 
disease, Vivian died within two years.  
 
That was in December of 2012. Her loss was devastating for me.  At times it seemed there was 
no way out of the cycle of grief that overwhelmed me.  Thanks to caring friends and a wonderful 
bereavement counselor, I am learning how to understand and cope with my loss. Perhaps more 
importantly I am learning how to make such a loss meaningful and, by doing so, honor the love I 
will always feel for Vivian. 
 
I have learned that one of the ingredients most necessary for the process of healing grief is to 
connect with and help others.  It takes time before one is ready to do so but, sooner or later, it 
amounts to a choice of remaining insular and alone in your pain, or using it as fuel for making a 
difference in someone else’s life. 
 
Like many of us, I had become a familiar witness to homeless people living on the streets. Like 
some, I too often chose to ignore their plight, or to assuage my conscience and feed my ego by 
handing them a few dollars and walking on.  These people were anonymous and not like me, 
right?  
 
One day my bereavement counselor concluded our session by handing me a short poem written 
by Molly Fumin.  In essence the poem spoke about the fact that, when one truly enters into 
sadness, there comes “a precious moment of understanding the absolute value of one human 
being” and that “you will remember what you have learned, and never allow a single life to be 
devalued again.” 
 
Reading this poem was something of an epiphany for me. I knew suddenly that the best way for 
me to address such devaluation of human life was to work with people who were homeless. The 



next day I called Briana Keating at Catholic Charities and an appointment was set to meet with 
Allison MacDonald.  A week later I attended my first Friday morning Outreach breakfast for the 
homeless.  
 

The staff and my fellow volunteers were warm, 
welcoming, and helpful to me. I could see 
immediately that this activity had positive effects 
for both clients and volunteers that went far 
beyond providing a bowl of warm oatmeal and a 
cup of coffee to these folks.  Mother Teresa wrote 
that “prayer in action is love, and love in action is 
service.”  I felt that morning that Outreach is a 
true example of this axiom.  I left that morning 
feeling better than I had for many months. It was 
not a feeling of self-satisfaction or a delusion 
about what a great guy I was for being there.  It 
was more than that – a feeling close to the 
“precious moment of understanding” that Molly 
Fumin wrote about. 

 
Since that day I have come to know and appreciate the people on both sides of the table at the 
Outreach breakfasts. I have learned that homeless people are no different than any of us. They 
are as diverse as any segment of society. I have come to appreciate them as individuals with 
individual personalities, problems, and talents. I have learned that homelessness is a problem as 
complex as human society, and that there is great wisdom in the old saying that “there, but for 
the grace of God go I.”   
 
Winston Churchill said, “We make a living by what we get, we make a life by what we give.” 
Thanks to Catholic Charities and the staff and clients who I interact with every week, I am once 
again making my life meaningful and happy.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
  


