Spotlight On: Franciscans for the Poor
Partnering with Local Communities
By Alyssa Sickle, Catholic Volunteer Network Executive Assistant

What a comforting and uplifting feeling it can be to have a support group to who you can turn in a time of need; those who can say, “We’re all in this together.” Finding a community of support and collaboration is one way to strengthen your community of volunteers. Chris Lemmon, Director of Franciscans for the Poor, has been successful in partnering with a local church and has also maintained a close relationship with the Franciscan Sisters of the Poor, the religious community that started and sponsors the volunteer organization. She shares the positive impact that these relationships have had on her volunteers. 

Collaborating with a local church 
Former program director of Franciscans for the Poor, Sr. Karen Hartman, SFP, seized the opportunity when she saw a way that the volunteer community and her local church could mutually benefit each other. Sr. Hartman was in the process of expanding the Franciscans for the Poor program to include short-term groups and was looking for a place for the groups to stay while they were in Cincinnati to serve. When she heard that the church was looking for a way to care for an empty convent, located next door to the church, she approached the pastor who agreed to rent it to the volunteers. The building, renamed the Tau Community House, has become the community home for the volunteer groups. Each volunteer pays a per-week fee to stay at the house. Both the church and Franciscans for the Poor contribute to repairs and new installations. 

Since the Tau Community House is next to the church, Chris encourages the groups to attend Mass while they are in town. She has found the parishioners to be very welcoming and supportive of the volunteers. Chris updates the congregation on the activities of the volunteer community by placing announcements in the church bulletin to make sure that the church knows when to expect groups so they can welcome the volunteers when they arrive. 
Chris has formed a “welcoming committee” of friends, parishioners, and Franciscan Sisters of the Poor to show the volunteers around Cincinnati, prepare a few meals, or lead a debriefing session, as needed during the week. In this way, some of the workload of coordinating a volunteer group is shared among many who want the volunteers to have a rich service experience.

Some members of the welcoming committee prepare dinner for the volunteers on the first night that they are in town. Chris uses this meal to teach as well as to welcome. “We share dinner and while I’m doing the orientation to the Tau House, the welcoming committee cleans up after supper. This gives me the opportunity to tell the incoming group that for ONE night they are the ones being served, they understand the good feeling of being served and made to feel welcome. Now, we ask them to do the same when they go out to the soup kitchens. [We tell them to] treat each guest, not as a homeless person looking for a meal, but as a guest who you’re interested in and who you want to know that you care and that you want to feed them. It really sets the tone for the week.”

Collaborating with a religious community 
Having the support of the local religious community – whether or not they started or still support your volunteer organization – can be an invaluable resource. Chris brings the workgroups over to the Franciscan Sisters of the Poor convent for one evening during their stay for “Supper with the Sisters.” Chris notices that the group of young people brings an energetic atmosphere to the dinner. The Sisters enjoy the opportunity to speak with the students, express their appreciation for the work they have been doing in the community, and offer words of encouragement – often specifically encouraging them to continue a life of service after college. Chris feels that the interest that the Sisters show in the students is a great encouragement and reinforcement about the importance of volunteerism. After dinner, the volunteers get a chance to tour the convent chapel and view the statues and artwork. Catholic and non-Catholic volunteers alike are able to learn about and appreciate the spiritual history and simple living that has been a part of this community for many years.

Several of the Sisters serve on the “welcoming committee” for Franciscans for the Poor by writing care letters to the volunteers during the week as a way to show their appreciation for the work being done. Chris describes, “Imagine being a teenager and leaving home for a week and arriving to a letter from an 80-year-old Franciscan sister on your pillow and the letter tells you ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’” 

Chris knows all the ways that the local church and community of Sisters support the volunteers have an enriching and inspirational effect and reminds the volunteers that they are working for the common good of the community, as well as serving Christ.

