CLOSING THOUGHTS FROM A CATHOLIC RELIEF SERVICES VOLUNTEER

“It often haPPens that the reason for cloing something onlg emerges after it has
been done. . .” Malcolm Muggcridge

Since now my “cloing something is done,” may | offer some Closing thoughts about
my nine month tenure in the Altoona-Johnstown Diocese as part of the Catholic Relief
Services Volunteer Program with P!acement in the United States. Having ended the
ProFouncl ca”ing of serving for one year in The Gambia with the HIV/AIDS Health Care
and Support Team in Basse and with the Missionaries of Charitg at their Maria Kunda
Home in Bakoteh, Perhaps I still am awaiting the reason for my work done here in the US
to emerge. Looking back upon the year as it Progresscc] in Africa, I have come to realize
that my purpose at the setting out for my mission did not hold its meaning as my
cxPericnces while living with the PeoP!e brought cleePcr awakenings for the reason of
that service.

When I came to the Altoona-Johnson Diocese for the US Componcnt of the
Program my intent was to call a greater awareness to the lives of our brothers and sisters
around the world and to instill a closer sense of solic]aritg with our one human Family.
This purpose was gveninmy letter of introduction to the Bishop, churches, and schools
in Altoona-Johnstown. Throug]ﬁ the kindness of the Bishop and the support and
encouragement of the Missions Office, | was Privilcgcc] to imPart this message bg sharing
my exPeriences while in The Gambia to this diocese.

The work then bcgan of making visits to schools and churches to share my story
about the People with whom I lived and loved. The People in whose faces Christ could
be seen and served as was modeled by the Missionaries of Charitg |iving their credo in
service, “I do it to Him.” So I trod along from October to the final clags of May
throug]ﬁout the diocese with my Pos‘cers, props, and talk to Present the last year of my
life as lived in the material poverty of a country, but a country rich in the values of life.
Being back in the US has not been an easy transition for me, and 1 still strugg!e with the
reality of life here as I consider the poverty of our wealth.

What did this new venture hold? 1 will admit after of year of being in remote
vi”ages in huts and homes carrying medication and nutrition to the Chronicallg il and to
sick mothers and children; bringing suPPlies to the orphans and vulnerable children of
HIV/AIDS; teaching in the schools; caring, for motherless and malnourished babies and
toddlers, I felt that making a Prcsentation would call for someone else to be Iiving in my
skin to be able to onlg “talk.”



But some things haPPenecl along the way which brought a sense of purpose to
my sPirit and blessings to my soul.

At the Newman Club, 1 was grceted by enthusiastic University students guiclecl bg
their “fearless leader,” as theg enclearinglg called their campus minister. These students
were eager to hear the stories about the African mission from the CRS volunteer. Some
members of the Club had just returned from a SPring break where thcg took their time
off from school to givc of themselves to be with and to hclP others. And theg were
excited about their cxPericnces! It made me think of thejoy | found when I was in the
mission field, a Particular cleerog which 1 onlg realize cluring those times with the poor.
Fope John Paul 1l said, “Thereis a sPccial presence of Christ in the poor,” and I felt
that and knew it to be true.

When visiting, the high schools of the diocese, | met serious-minded students who
listened to my stories with cleep intent, Pcrhaps exPeriencing an identification with some
of the stor9 characters who came to life. Inthe elemcntarg schools 1 found great
compassion among the 5th, 6th, 7th and 8th graclers as most of their Fo”ow~up questions
concerned the young Gambian People of whom | spokc. In all the schools, I was so
Proucl of the caliber of work 1 observed, and 1 felt an air of haPPiness as the halls of the
builclings sang with the beautg of the arts clisplaging creative talents of the students.

My welcome bg each school was courteous and warm with accommoclating Principals
and teachers, and with students attentive while | spoke and resPechCul in their manner
toward me. The children of the diocese are indeed fortunate to benefit from the values
of Catholic Education instilled bg caring Principals and dedicated teachers. Eachoneis
surelg a witness to God’s love in the community.

My theme in the Prescntatiori to the students was from Jeremiah 29 - “I know well
the Plans I have for you, Plans to give you a future full of hoPC.” Through my stories,
the weaving of those P!ans bg God our Master Weaver unraveled as He drew the threads
to connect the lives of His children from different parts of the world bringinga future of
hopc to brothers and sisters.

At the Parish churches where several Pastors openecl their doors for me to share
my exPeriences as a Catholic Relief Services Volunteer, 1 was blessed to have
worshippeci at the weekend Masses and was able to gairi afeel for the heartbeat of the
church. All the pastors were kind and suPPortive, and their rcceptive Parishioners
evidenced comPassion as theg listened to my words. | understood the good works of
these faith communities guiclecl bg cliligent) harcl~worl<ing Priests as | heard and read
about their activities and Projects to help others both at home and in distant lands. |



also had the OPPortunitg to sPeak with some CCD classes where the students shined in
their comPassion and interest for the Gambian PeoPle. In addition to the individual life
stories in my Parish talks, | described the continual work of Catholic Relief Services
which is the official international humanitarian agency of the United States Conference
of Catholic Bishops, our Catholic community, as part of our mission work overseas. The
programs OPeration Rice Bowl and Fair Trade were highlightecl as ways that some are
engaging in this work, while others Participate in aclvocacg programs to pursue issues
regarcling peace and socialjustice. Also in the Altoona-Johnstown Diocese there is an
enveloPe in the donation Paci(ets for the annual collection of Catholic Relief Services to
help carry on programs to assist our brothers and sisters around the world in all tgpes
of circumstances.

After each visit | was drained both ernotiona”g and Phgsica”y. Every time as |
related my story to a group, I would re~|ive, ina very real way, my origina| exPerience with
“my” person, as well as so many of the details of my time with the People. What does it
all come to mean, what is it all worth to become so exhausted from the sharing? I
confided ina CRS co”eague who had been in the first Volunteer Program a few years
Previous to this. She looked at me clirectlg and said with the wisdom of a sage - “Every
time you tell your storg, you honor the lives of those you speak about. Dor’t ever
Forget that.” Perhaps this is the reason which now ‘emerges after all is done.”

And so as | close my words to the Altoona-Johnstown Diocese --

Mag God bless the time we shared together and to all those who listened to
and heard my storg, may | resPecticullg ask that you hold on to those lives with honor as
you realize a greater awareness and a closer sense of solic]aritg with our brothers and
sisters in God’s Familg of man.

With God’s blessing - we will!

M9 sincere aPPreCiation to Bishop Adamec for his welcome and to the Missions
Office for the work done on my behalf. My heartfelt gratitucle to each one of this
Diocese for the Privilege of letting me be with you as the Master Weaver wove and

touched the threads of our lives accorcling to His Plan.

Patricia Glogowski



