
Leaven. 
 Light.

Salt.

FULFILLING THE POPE’S VISION OF CHRISTIAN ENCOUNTER WITH THE LEAST AMONG US

S P E C I A L  C O M M E M O R A T I V E  I S S U E

THE MAGAZINE OF CATHOLIC CHARIT IES USA   ■  SUMMER 2015   ■  VOLUME 42   ■   NUMBER 3THE MAGAZINE OF CATHOLIC CHARIT IES USA   ■  SUMMER 2015   ■  VOLUME 42   ■   NUMBER 3

TEN YEARS  
AFTER  
KATRINA AND RITA

2015  
VOLUNTEERS 
OF THE YEAR

GROWING  
HOPE 
IN NEBRASKA





#End 45 will raise awareness for the 45 million people who are living in poverty in the U.S. today and the millions of others in need or struggling 
to make ends meet. The campaign will showcase real-life stores of men, women and families who have persevered and whose lives have been for-
ever-changed because of the help and support from Catholic Charities member agencies. It will also provide the opportunity for people across the 
country to raise a hand in support of those in need. 

Visit www.CatholicCharitiesUSA.org/End45 for more information and to raise your hand. 
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A few months ago, in preparing to write an article for this issue of 
Charities USA, I interviewed Richard and Elisabeth Buchanan, Catholic 
Charities USA’s 2015 Volunteers of the Year. They shared their remark-
able story, and I remember feeling inspired and so very grateful for such 
kind and giving people in the world.

Not long after, I interviewed several people in our network in preparing 
for another article—this one reflecting on where we are as local agen-
cies and a national network ten years after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. 
They shared their stories of living through and recovering from those di-
sasters, and again, I came away marveling at their determination in the 
face of adversity, at their dedication and hard work.

Over the course of many years working on Charities USA, I have inter-
viewed what seems like hundreds of people in the Catholic Charities 
network. And in nearly every circumstance, I have been uplifted by the 
goodness and generosity of spirit these people display.

It is a pleasure to write about good people and about good things hap-
pening, to tell the stories of this national network of people whose faith 
and love lead them to be “builders of the world,” in the words of Pope 
Francis. It is no wonder that he has likened Catholic Charities to salt, 
which gives savor to life; to leaven, which lifts and expands; and to light, 
which warms and guides and gives life.

In honor of Pope Francis’ visit, we’ve taken the opportunity in this issue 
to identify some of his priorities and show how we as a network are ful-
filling them. In doing so, we do not mean to pat ourselves on the back, 
but to give greater meaning to our work, to show even to ourselves how 
very good it is to be aligned with the pope’s vision of Christian encoun-
ter with the poor and vulnerable and what a blessing it is—both to us 
and the people we serve—to be doing the right things in the world. n

Ruth Liljenquist, Managing Editor
To comment on this issue, please write to Ruth Liljenquist at  

rliljenquist@CatholicCharitiesUSA.org.
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Charities USA: You are a Dominican 
sister. When did you know that you 
wanted to pursue a life of minis-
try and service and how has being 
a sister of the Order of Preachers 
(Dominicans) shaped the way you 
think and lead?

Sr. Donna Markham: From an 
early age, I knew I wanted to be of 
help to people and promote heal-
ing on both a personal and a global 
level. While in university, I deliber-
ated whether I would join the Peace 
Corps or the Dominicans. I decid-
ed on the Dominicans! I have been 
richly blessed with many opportuni-
ties as an Adrian Dominican to re-
ceive a wonderful education, to be 
mentored by exceptional women reli-

gious, to be called to serve in leader-
ship and to engage in the ministry of 
healing troubled minds and spirits. 
I also have been deeply immersed in 
initiatives that promote interpersonal 
and international reconciliation. All of 
these opportunities have been a result 
of being a member of the Dominican 
Order, which has shaped me and in-
spired me to be a better person in ser-
vice to others. 

As for leadership, my decision-mak-
ing is grounded in the principles that 
form the foundation of the Order of 
Preachers—the discipline of study, 
contemplative prayer, communal life 
and ministry for the promotion of jus-
tice. For us Dominicans, these values 
permeate our very beings! For centu-

ries Dominicans have exercised partic-
ipative deliberation in making impor-
tant decisions that affect the common 
good. That is a crucial component 
for me in the exercise of leadership 
and has shaped the way I work with 
groups and organizations.  

Charities USA: You served on the 
Catholic Charities USA Board of 
Trustees for eight years. How did that 
come about and how did your ex-
perience on the board and as board 
chair prepare you for the role you now 
have? 

Sr. Donna Markham: I was in at-
tendance at the Catholic Health 
Association Assembly and met Fr. 
Larry Snyder, and, because I believed 

COLUMN
PRESIDENT’S

Sr. Donna Markham OP, PhD
President & CEO

On June 1, Sr. Donna Markham OP, PhD began her tenure as president 

and CEO of Catholic Charities USA. For this special President’s Column, 

we invited this remarkable woman and leader to share some of the influ-

ences in her life and her perspectives on the work of Catholic Charities.
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so strongly in the work of Catholic 
Charities, I mentioned to him that 
I would be happy to serve on the 
CCUSA Board if there were an open-
ing sometime. Subsequently, I was in-
vited to serve on the Board and as 
chair of the Board. That was a won-
derful experience because I was able 
to learn much about the work of 
Catholic Charities USA as well as the 
ministry of our agencies across the 
country. The Board experience afford-
ed insights into advocacy initiatives 
as well as the operations of this large, 
complex network of incredible people. 
Particularly powerful for me person-
ally was the opportunity to experience 
the network in action during and after 
Hurricane Katrina. That sustained 
and compelling response of compas-
sion and charity introduced me to the 
work that goes on each day through-
out our agencies.

Charities USA: Catholic Charities 
USA is now several years into our 
campaign to reduce poverty in 
America. What do you see as the 
greatest challenges to really reducing 
poverty in this country? 

Sr. Donna Markham: There seems 
to be a swinging pendulum in U.S. 
social welfare and health policy about 
the “deserving” and the “undeserving” 
poor. Right now, we as a country seem 
to want to make sharp distinctions 
between these two groups. Further, 
there seems to be an ongoing debate 
about how we fund our nation’s social 

safety net. Many want to reduce ben-
efits even as more people suffer from 
the consequences of a slower econ-
omy and shifting labor and work 
opportunities.

As a faith-based organization rooted 
in the Gospel, however, we are called 
to advocate to policymakers for jus-
tice for each person as made in the 
image and likeness of God, and we 
ourselves must continue to serve all 
persons and families with compassion 
and respect. Catholic Charities em-
bodies the meaning and practical real-
ity of the “inn” and the “inn keeper” 
in the Good Samaritan story. We must 
constantly make room for anyone 
in need. Pope Francis has said many 
times that the church is like a “field 
hospital.” We are called to care for 
each person.

Charities USA: How can the Catholic 
Charities network shine a spotlight on 
the issues facing those in need? 

Sr. Donna Markham: CCUSA’s focus 
on five pillars of service helps us to 
direct our work and share best practic-
es. These five pillars are education and 
workforce development, food security, 
family economic security, housing and 
health. The Catholic Charities net-
work provides leadership in all these 
areas and has much to offer policy 
makers and other social service pro-
viders regarding how best to care for 
those in need. Further, by our con-
crete and responsive ministries and 
services in each diocesan region, we 

shine a light on how we live out our 
belief in the dignity of each person, 
treating each with compassion, mercy 
and love. 

Charities USA: As you take on this 
role as president of Catholic Charities 
USA, what message do you have 
for member agencies, Catholics and 
our larger society about the work of 
Catholic Charities? 

Sr. Donna Markham: Pope Francis 
calls us today to live out our baptismal 
call to care for those most in need. 
This is the historical mandate given to 
the church by Jesus himself. Catholic 
Charities USA and each member 
agency continue to live out that mis-
sion to organize the corporal works 
of mercy. We are ready and willing to 
serve the most basic of human needs 
while working to find solutions to end 
or reduce poverty. This is the work 
of justice and charity that the Gospel 
and the social tradition of the church 
compel us to do. I am honored to be 
part of this incredible ministry. n
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Pope Francis used these words to describe Catholic Charities, our national network of caring 
people bringing compassion, relief and hope to those in need. 

You are the salt, leaven and light that provides a beacon of hope to those in 
need. You…help to change the course of your local communities, your states, 
your country and the world by your witness to that encounter with the Lord 

Jesus, who gives us abundant life and joy. 

— POPE FRANCIS, 2014 ADDRESS TO CATHOLIC CHARITIES



“When food is shared in a fair way, with 
solidarity, when no one is deprived, every 
community can meet the needs of the 
poorest.”— Pope Francis 

Here’s how Catholic Charities agencies help ensure access  
to affordable and nutritious food:

•  Manage food pantries.

•  Run hot meal programs.

•  Cultivate community gardens.

•  Facilitate SNAP enrollment.

•  Offer health and nutrition education.

Last year, in Aroostook County, Maine, Catholic Charities operates 
a large-scale garden that provided over four tons of vegetables to 
local food pantries and families in need.

The Mobile Food Shelf operated by Catholic Charities in St. Cloud, 
Minnesota delivers food to seven housing locations monthly, help-
ing individuals with transportation challenges gain access to 
healthy food.  

Catholic Charities in Monterey, California educates low-income 
families on health and nutrition and encourages healthy lifestyle 
choices such as reducing consumption of sugary beverages, drink-
ing more water, eating fruits and vegetables and increasing daily 
physical activity. 

“In all places and circumstances, Christians… 
are called to hear the cry of the poor.” — Pope Francis 

Here’s how Catholic Charities agencies help people struggling  
in poverty:

•   Provide food, clothing and shelter.

•   Assist with financial difficulties.

•   Offer job training and life skills education.

•   Create opportunity through social enterprise.

•   Support a path out of poverty through mentorship.

Through its Circles® Northwest Florida program, Catholic Charities 
in Pensacola, Florida matches families in poverty with peer men-
tors to help them develop financial, social and emotional resources 
to achieve long-term self-sufficiency.

When people come to Catholic Social and Community Services 
in Gulfport, Mississippi for emergency assistance, case manag-
ers help them get what they need, but also discuss with them the 
causes for their vulnerable situation and then work to find solutions.

Catholic Community Services of Southern Arizona’s Las Casas 
Transitional Housing program provides low-cost housing to vulnera-
ble families while case managers help them improve their finances, 
seek education and job training, find employment and resolve any 
issues impacting their ability to succeed.

Sharing Food with AllLifting Up People Who Are Poor
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Every day, across the country, we answer the call  
of Pope Francis, carrying out his vision of true 
Christian “encounter [with] the least among us.”



“Migrants and refugees are not pawns on the 
chessboard of humanity. They are children, 
women and men who…share a legitimate 
desire for knowing and having, but above all 
for being more.” — Pope Francis

Here’s how Catholic Charities agencies help these newcomers  
in our midst:

•   Give immediate and long-term humanitarian assistance. 

•   Offer legal aid and representation.

•   Provide refugee resettlement services.

•   Teach English language classes.

•   Assist with cultural integration.

When thousands of weary migrants, including unaccompanied chil-
dren, came across the U.S.-Mexico border in the summer of 2014, 
Catholic Charities agencies across the country opened respite cen-
ters to give humanitarian relief to thousands of suffering individu-
als and families.

Catholic Charities of Idaho is one of the only Department of 
Justice’s Board of Immigration Appeals (BIA)-recognized organiza-
tions in Idaho providing low-cost immigration legal services, as-
sisting people with citizenship, family petitions, deferred action for 
childhood arrivals and applications for victims of crimes such as 
domestic violence and trafficking.

Catholic Charities Atlanta’s Refugee Parents Program helps refugee 
parents with children in area K-12 schools navigate the American 
school system and become more involved in their children’s 
education.

“Without the family, the cultural survival of 
the human race would be at risk. The family...
is the foundation.”— Pope Francis 

Here’s how Catholic Charities agencies help families become 
stronger:

•    Help families identify and develop their strengths. 

•    Provide counseling and behavioral health interventions.

•    Offer marriage and parenting education.

•    Educate on financial literacy and asset development.

•   Provide affordable child care and after-school programs.

Family specialists at the Catholic Family Center in Rochester, New 
York help families in the community identify their strengths and set 
goals to improve their home life and financial stability.

Catholic Charities Denver offers quality child care and early child 
education to low-income families, helping them make ends meet 
and ensuring that children develop in a healthy manner and learn 
the skills they need to succeed in school.

Catholic Charities in San Antonio, Texas partners with its commu-
nity to offer Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) services to low-
and moderate-income families, helping them file their taxes and 
take advantage of valuable tax credits that can help improve their 
financial situation.

Giving Aid to Migrants and Refugees Supporting Families
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“All Christians and people of good will are 
called today to fight...[for] the human dignity 
of those who have been deprived  
of freedom.”— Pope Francis

Here’s how Catholic Charities agencies help those in prison and 
those leaving prison:

•   Bring spiritual care into prisons. 

•   Offer support services for inmates.

•   Help ex-offenders re-enter society.

•   Provide juvenile offender rehabilitation.

•   Promote reconciliation between offenders and victims.

Through its Prison Ministry program, Catholic Charities in Arlington, 
Virginia brings a ministry of presence into prisons in the Diocese 
of Arlington providing inmates with pastoral care, religious services, 
prayer, Bible study and one-on-one attention and support.

Catholic Charities of Santa Clara County California offers support-
ive services to adults in prison responding to their requests for 
books, eye glasses, notary services, family contacts, legal docu-
ments, other legal services and resource information. 

The TurnAround program of Catholic Charities of Kansas City-St. 
Joseph, Missouri helps ex-offenders find homes, get jobs and re-
establish successful lives outside of prison, reducing their chances 
of returning to prison. 

Ministering to Prisoners and  
Ex-offenders

Seeking the Common Good
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“I ask you to be builders of the world, to work 
for a better world….We need to participate for 
the common good.”— Pope Francis

Here’s how Catholic Charities USA is seeking the common  
good of all:

•   Speak out as advocates for those without a voice.

•   Work towards more fair and just social systems.

•   Bring together people of good will to act.

•   Research evidence-based solutions to poverty.

•   Strengthen our network’s services and programs.

The difficult plight of so many people in our society impels us to 
work for the common good of all, which is why Catholic Charities 
USA is launching a public awareness and action campaign coincid-
ing with Pope Francis’ visit to reinforce our message about reduc-
ing poverty in America.

#End 45 will raise awareness for the 45 million people who are 
living in poverty in the U.S. today and the millions of others in need 
or struggling to make ends meet. The campaign will showcase real-
life stores of men, women and families who have persevered and 
whose lives have been forever-changed because of the help and 
support from Catholic Charities member agencies. It will also pro-
vide the opportunity for people across the country to raise a hand 
in support of those in need. 

Visit www.CatholicCharitiesUSA.org/End45 for more information 
and to raise your hand. n



The hurricane season of 2005 was one for the history books. The one-two punch of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, hitting 

the Gulf Coast just three weeks apart in late summer of that year, is now a historical touchstone, a watershed moment, 

in many lives, because that was the point from which so many things changed. That’s certainly the case for Catholic 

Charities, and cause for reflection as we look back ten years ago to that historic summer.
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R E F L E C T I N G  O N  T H E N  A N D  N O W

TEN YEARS  
AFTER KATRINA  
& RITA
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“What’s your Katrina story?” As Catholic Charities Archdiocese of New Orleans marks the 
10th anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, many have asked us this question. As our staff and 
volunteers shared their Katrina stories with me, they of course recalled the devastation and 
the heartbreak, but most importantly, they always seemed to recall who was there to offer a 
shoulder to cry on, a helping hand, or a voice of encouragement as they answered the call 
to serve our city and its people through the most devastating natural disaster in our nation’s 
history to date. 

Katrina forever changed the course and focus of our agency, establishing us as “early re-
sponders”—journeying with the suffering in the immediate aftermath of the storm, offering a 
ministry of presence and coordinating and mobilizing resources.  

After Katrina, we became a meeting point for volunteers from across the United States who 
wanted to help New Orleans rebuild. The outpouring of support we received from Catholic 
Charities USA, volunteers and donors from across the country confirmed and energized our 
ongoing ministry as we forged a path to recovery. 

In the ten years since Katrina, we have developed a model for long-term disaster response 
which helped inform the national model of disaster case management. Because of our track 
record with disaster response, we led the long-term disaster case management efforts in the 
wake of other regional disasters like the Gulf Oil Spill of 2010 and Hurricane Isaac in 2012.

Katrina brought to light many issues and needs of the people of New Orleans that had long 
been overlooked, establishing us as “forever responders.” We became a catalyst and com-
munity organizer, establishing new programs and evolving existing ones to meet the ongoing 
needs uncovered by the storm. This includes a focus on mental health, education, advocacy 
for immigrants, housing and crime. 

Bringing this light of hope when times seem their most dark is what Catholic Charities is all 
about. As we recall our Katrina story, we look back with gratitude, thankful that we have been 
able to offer a light of hope when times seemed to be their darkest. We are thankful to have 
served the vulnerable in a way that had never before been done in the history of our agency. 
We are thankful that we continue to offer impactful services and programs that address the 
needs of the people of the Archdiocese of New Orleans. And we are grateful to bring togeth-
er the wider community to serve not only through times of disaster, but each and every day. 
Our Katrina story moves forward in the light of hope, thanks to the many who have led, car-
ried and cared for the many that we serve. n

Sr. Marjorie Hebert, M.S.C. 
Executive Director 
Catholic Charities Archdiocese of New Orleans

O U R  K AT R I N A  S T O R Y

LOOKING BACK WITH GRATITUDE

TEN YEARS  
AFTER KATRINA  
& RITA
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Catholic Charities Diocese of Baton Rouge (CCDBR) became the re-

gional command center for the Catholic Charities network’s response 

to Katrina and Rita. That led to greater visibility—and higher expec-

tations—of CCDBR in its own diocese and community. That’s led to 

some positive opportunities to collaborate. 

With a comprehensive disaster response plan in place, CCDBR has 

been working with local parishes to ensure that Baton Rouge is a 

safe haven when the next big hurricane hits. The agency has used 

CCUSA disaster funds to place generators at parishes with food stor-

age capabilities and at those above sea level and close to interstates. 

“Parishes now see us as a highly qualified professional disaster re-

sponder,” says David Aguillard, executive director of CCDBR. 

In the larger community, CCDBR is seen as a nimble organization that 

can morph into what is needed in a time of crisis. For example, when 

a low-income housing complex was set to shut down unexpectedly, 

CCDBR was called on to help the tenants relocate.

“The mayor actually called us, asked if we’d heard about it, and wanted 

to know what we were planning to do,” says Aguillard. With a quickly 

dispatched disaster grant from CCUSA, the agency worked with the 

mayor’s office to relocate the most vulnerable tenants. 

Because of their elevated profile in the community, funds have come 

to CCDBR more easily and local government has looked to them 

more often, particularly to help reach overlooked, ignored, distrustful, 

fearful and hard to serve people.

“We can get to those communities faster and because we are Catholic 

Charities, we are more likely to find out what the needs really are,” 

says David Aguillard. “This opportunity allows us to live out our mis-

sion more fully.” n

For Catholic Social and Community Services in Gulfport, Mississippi, 

Hurricane Katrina brought challenges and blessings. Before Katrina, 

the agency had no connection with the Catholic Charities network, 

few connections with other community nonprofits, and no disaster re-

sponse experience or capacity. Today, Catholic Social and Community 

Services is an active member of the Catholic Charities network, works 

with other local nonprofits to solve community problems and has de-

veloped a strong disaster response capacity built on hard-won expe-

rience and CCUSA training.

Another blessing has come in how the agency approaches their di-

saster work. “Our program stays ready for big disasters,” says Jennifer 

Williams, director of the Gulfport agency. “But we are also responding 

to everyday disasters—house fires, lost jobs, broken down cars, do-

mestic violence.” 

Seeing these challenges as disasters demands a different approach 

to the people who come to their door. “We’re providing case manage-

ment, not just emergency assistance,” says Williams. “We’re trying to 

get to the root cause of problems. That approach we tie directly to 

Katrina.”

Williams sees the difference it makes. “One of the most beneficial as-

pects of case management is giving people goals to accomplish. For 

so many, no one has ever expected anything of them. So when we 

expect something and they do it, they gain a confidence that leads to 

great things—earning a GED, going to college, getting a better job. It’s 

amazing to be a part of them changing their lives.”

Ten years after Katrina, the blessings are clear to Williams. “It’s very 

easy to look back on the terrible things, but it’s better to focus on the 

blessings and the lessons learned. When we do, it’s good to see how 

far we’ve come.” n

R E S P O N D I N G  T O  E V E R Y D AY  D I S A S T E R S TA K I N G  O N  A  G R E AT E R  C O M M U N I T Y  R O L E

Catholic Social and Community Services, Diocese of Biloxi Catholic Charities, Diocese of Baton Rouge
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One of the best things that came out of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita 

is the collaboration between Catholic Charities agencies particular-

ly in the sending of staff members to assist impacted agencies. After 

Katrina and Rita, agencies in Albany, Brooklyn, Cleveland, Baltimore, 

Miami and other cities sent staff to help impacted agencies. 

Further, staff members of impacted agencies worked together. Staff 

from the New Orleans agency dispersed to agencies throughout 

the region and worked alongside their colleagues to meet people’s 

needs. When Catholic Charities in Beaumont, Texas evacuated ahead 

of Rita, some of their staff went to Houston to work with Catholic 

Charities there. 

That turned out to be a blessing for the Beaumont agency. It was new 

to the disaster relief business, but staff members quickly learned 

some things from their Houston counterparts, such as administering 

a financial assistance program and conducting disaster case man-

agement. That was crucial because when they returned to Beaumont, 

there was a long line of Rita survivors standing outside of their 

agency waiting for help.

This kind of collaboration established in the wake of Katrina and Rita 

continues today. The staff members from other agencies are able to 

share their disaster response expertise, give all their time to helping 

and bring some calm to a tense situation.

“You are working under such pressure, worrying about the people 

knocking at your door, about the agency itself, and it’s easy to forget 

that you are in a unique circumstance,” says Aguillard CCBR. “You 

need the outside assistance as well as the outside perspective.” n

1.    When Catholic Charities in Baton Rouge learned that the offices of Catholic Charities 
in New Orleans were flooded, they opened their doors to their sister agency and for 
nearly six months, the two agencies shared office space as they served thousands 
of evacuees from New Orleans. 

2.    Three Florida agencies—Catholic Charities in Pensacola, Miami and Venice—came to 
the rescue of the small Catholic Social and Community Services agency in Gulfport, 
Mississippi. Having responded to four hurricanes the year before, the Florida 
agencies had staff, supplies and expertise to share. 

3.    Agencies in the disaster area were overwhelmed with the number of people coming 
for assistance, so several other agencies sent case managers and staff to assist. 
They worked long hours for weeks at a time to serve as many people as possible. 

4.    Catholic Charities USA launched the Home Away from Home program to find housing 
for Katrina and Rita survivors. Agencies all over the country identified available 
housing units in their communities and made this information available to agencies 
serving evacuees.

5.    Catholic Charities in New Orleans launched Operation Helping Hands, a huge effort 
to gut, rebuild and paint the homes of the elderly and disabled. About 29,000 
volunteers from all over the country and from many Catholic Charities agencies 
took part in the effort, repairing over 2,500 homes.

6.    The Diocese of Biloxi established the Office of Long-Term Recovery which helped 
repair or rebuild 5,000 homes, also with the aid of volunteers. In addition, the 
agency opened a warehouse where community partners were able to store disaster 
and rebuilding supplies.

7.    Catholic Charities agencies around the country collected and delivered clothing, 
household goods and supplies, furniture and other items necessary to help 
evacuees get back on their feet.

8.    CCUSA collected and distributed over $170 million to 110 agencies with the largest 
amounts going to Gulf Coast agencies.

9.    Catholic Charities mobilized and coordinated the help of tens of thousands of 
volunteers in the Katrina and Rita disaster response efforts. These volunteers came 
from all over the country and beyond.

10.   In response to the widespread chronic poverty exposed by Katrina and Rita, 
Catholic Charities USA launched the Campaign to Reduce Poverty in America, an 
ongoing effort that has reshaped our national network, called on our nation to act 

and inspired hope for the millions of Americans living in poverty. n

T EN  GREAT  WAYS  CATHOL IC  CHAR I T I ES 
RESPONDED  TO  KATR INA  AND  R I TA

R E LY I N G  O N  T H E  N E T W O R K

Disaster Impacted Agencies
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HOW HURR ICANES  KATR INA  AND  R I TA  RESHAPED  OUR  D I SAS TER  OPERAT IONS

POWERHOUSE
T H E  M A K I N G  O F  A  D I S A S T E R  R E S P O N S E

By Ruth Liljenquist



The Catholic Charities USA Disaster Operations office that Kim Burgo 
walked into nearly a decade ago is not the same one she walks 
into today. In the years since Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005, 
Burgo, senior director of disaster operations for Catholic Charities USA 
(CCUSA), has seen the office grow into the vigilant hub of a national 
disaster response powerhouse focused on collaboration, coordination, 
readiness to assist, funding capacity, training and preparedness. 

Not so ten years ago. In the first chaotic days after Hurricane Katrina, 
CCUSA asked Burgo, a disaster response director for Catholic Relief 
Services at the time, to help Catholic Charities take on the biggest di-
saster response operation in its history—indeed, in the nation’s history.

Burgo saw the strengths of Catholic Charities immediately—a nation-
wide network of agencies already in place, already on the ground, with 
connections in their communities and thousands of staff members 
where surely could be found the necessary expertise to respond effec-
tively to Katrina. But she also saw some problems. Impacted agencies 
weren’t working together. They weren’t even in contact. And Catholic 

Charities USA, primarily a disaster response funder, was not accus-
tomed to taking on a major disaster response role.

It was time for a big paradigm shift. The sheer volume of need left no 
choice, and the multiple impacted agencies weren’t faring so well on 
their own. The offices of Catholic Charities in New Orleans were underwa-
ter. The small agency in the Biloxi Diocese was nowhere near equipped 
to respond to needs in Mississippi. Catholic Charities in Baton Rouge 
was overwhelmed with desperate evacuees of the Crescent City. And 
agencies in Southwestern Louisiana and Southeastern Texas, strug-
gling to assist throngs of Katrina survivors, were about to get blasted 
by Hurricane Rita.

The hurricane bombshells of Katrina and Rita split the disaster world 
right open forcing local, state, national, and federal disaster respond-
ers to ramp up, and fast. Catholic Charities was right in the mix, but 
grasping the opportunity to reshape its disaster response capacity and 
leveraging its strengths, it rose to the top. 
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•    Collaboration: Shortly after Katrina, CCUSA set up daily disaster 
coordination conference calls where impacted agencies report-
ed on their activities and their needs and CCUSA and other agen-
cies offered assistance. Those calls brought forward a level of col-
laboration that continues today. When disaster strikes, CCUSA can 
count on agencies stepping forward to help their sister agencies in 
impacted areas, often sending their own staff members to assist 
those responding to disaster. 

•    Partnerships: Collaboration extends externally to local, state and 
national disaster response partners and government agencies. 
Before Katrina and Rita, only two percent of Catholic Charities 
agencies were involved with their local or state VOAD associations 
(Voluntary Organizations Active in Disasters), as opposed to 80 
percent today. VOAD groups are critical to coordinating disaster re-
sponse activities in impacted communities. At the national level, 
CCUSA has forged partnerships with all of the roughly 50 major 
domestic disaster response players. After a disaster, many are on 
the phone to offer food, supplies and other assistance.

•    Coordination: Managing the logistics of even a small-scale disas-
ter can be overwhelming. CCUSA helps coordinate the collabora-
tion going on between agencies and with national partners who 
have funds and supplies to contribute. That coordination may in-
clude finding delivery and distribution sites for donated sup-
plies, making requests of partners who can fill a need for im-
pacted agencies or reporting to government agencies on disaster 
activities.

•    Technical Assistance: Building on its experience after Katrina 
and Rita, CCUSA has developed the capacity to deploy teams 
of CCUSA Disaster Operations staff and trained colleagues from 
other agencies to provide technical assistance to impacted agen-

cies, particularly those who have had little experience in disaster 
response or do not have the staff to respond. This gives agencies 
much-needed manpower and valuable on-the-job training. 

•    Preparedness and Training: After Katrina and Rita, it became 
clear that the level of disaster preparedness in Catholic Charities 
agencies had to change. CCUSA launched disaster training pro-
grams to help agencies develop better disaster plans that would 
allow them to help people in need while at the same time main-
tain their day-to-day operations. To date, more than 400 Catholic 
Charities staff members have attended CCUSA disaster trainings.

•    Disaster Case Management: Katrina and Rita shed light on the 
vital service of disaster case management, which is quite differ-
ent from standard case management. So many different resourc-
es are available during disasters, and there is a vastly greater level 
of need. Further, disasters bring out the acute poor, meaning those 
who were not in poverty before the disaster but will end up there 
if nothing is done. Disaster case management, in which Catholic 
Charities excels, serves people in both acute and chronic poverty, 
bringing together a number of resources to return them to where 
they were before the disaster or to an even better situation. 

•    Funding Strength: CCUSA channeled more than $170 million in 
donations and grants to 110 Catholic Charities agencies respond-
ing to Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Those funds gave agencies the 
means to meet both the immediate and long-term needs of sur-
vivors, particularly those who had no other financial means to re-
cover—immigrants, seniors, people living in poverty. CCUSA con-
tinues to provide financial assistance to impacted agencies. Since 
2005, CCUSA has distributed more than $250 million in disaster 
response funding to 161 agencies, which have, in turn, assisted 
more than 6.5 million disaster survivors.  

Today, Catholic Charities is one of the top three non-profit early disaster responders along with the American Red Cross and the Salvation Army. 
But it’s also recognized now as a “forever” responder—in the community beforehand, right in there during the worst of it, and still there long after, 
seeing its neighbors through crisis to restoration. Here’s what’s making it happen:
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In the early days after Katrina and Rita, Burgo remembers a FEMA official telling her, “Catholic 
Charities is the sleeping giant about to wake up.” He couldn’t have been more right. Since then, 
Catholic Charities as a network has responded to 470 different disaster events of 25 different 
kinds—from the Gulf Oil Spill in 2010, to the Joplin tornado and Hurricane Sandy in 2012, to the 
Colorado wildfires in 2013. In these disasters and hundreds more, Catholic Charities has carried 
out highly collaborative, coordinated and effective disaster response efforts. 

It’s quite a paradox that we have two outrageous hurricanes to thank. n

Ruth Liljenquist is the managing editor of Charities USA.

Since Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, 
Catholic Charities as a network has 
responded to 470 different disaster 
events of 25 different kinds—from the 
Gulf Oil Spill in 2010, to the Joplin 
tornado and Hurricane Sandy in 2012, 
to the Colorado wildfires in 2013.
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R I C H A R D  A N D  E L I S A B E T H  B U C H A N A N

VOLUNTEERS
O F  T H E  Y E A R

C A T H O L I C  C H A R I T I E S  U S A ’ S  2 0 1 5
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When the phone rings at the home of Richard and Elisabeth Buchanan 
of Tucson, Arizona, it’s often a call from Lexann Downey-Lewis, direc-
tor of the infant adoption program for Catholic Community Services of 
Southern Arizona (CCS). She’s calling to ask if Richard and Elisabeth 
can care for another newborn awaiting adoption. Or she’s calling to 
check on the baby already in their care or to let them know that the 
birthmother has chosen an adoptive family for the child. 

Those calls have been coming for over 45 years, long after most fami-
lies have moved beyond the sleep-depriving, diaper-changing, bottle-
making, floor-pacing and baby-bouncing phase of life that comes with 
newborns and infants. When asked why they have continued in this for 
these many years, the answer is simple.

“Why not?” said Elisabeth. “We still enjoy the babies.”

Richard and Elisabeth, Catholic Charities USA’s 2015 Volunteers of the 
Year, first started caring for babies awaiting adoption after suffering the 
devastating loss of their firstborn child, who lived for only 66 minutes. 
Needing a way to ease their pain, they turned to Catholic Community 
Services for the opportunity to care for foster babies. That was 1963. 
They are still caring for babies today, welcoming each child into their 
home and doing exactly what a loving parent would do. To date, they 
have cared for over 215 children, some for just a few days, but many 
for several weeks and months.

During their early years providing foster care, the couple also adopt-
ed three children and had one birth child, prompting a five-year break. 
When they returned to fostering babies in the early 1970s, they in-
volved their entire family in the effort. If the baby came without a name, 
the kids got to pick a name—“within reason,” Elisabeth noted. Now, it’s 
their grandchildren who coo over the babies when they come to visit.

The calls from CCS have not always come at convenient times but the 
Buchanans have never refused taking in a child. Lexann remembers 
showing up at the Buchanans’ door with a birth mother and her new-
born baby. Lexann had been unable to get a hold of the Buchanans 
and desperately needed a placement for the baby. 

“I was unaware that it was the weekend of their 50th wedding anni-
versary celebration,” said Lexann. Despite this momentous event, the 
Buchanans accepted the baby. “They simply asked if I could babysit for 
a few hours so they could attend their own anniversary party.”

The Buchanans do enjoy the babies—the smiles, the sweetness, the 
cuddling. Elisabeth remembers one baby who would laugh so loud 
during Mass that she would have to take him out. Richard recalls with 
tenderness the little one who stayed for eight months and started call-
ing him Papa. When they aren’t caring for a child, the house feels empty.

While loving the babies has been easy, letting them go has been much 
harder nonetheless, the reward for the Buchanans is meeting the 
adoptive families and seeing how happy they are and how much they 
love that child. And now with more open adoptions, the internet and 
social media, the Buchanans can follow the lives of the children they 
have cared for. Many have come back to visit, thanking them for the 
difference they made in their early lives.

The Buchanans are grateful for the healing they received and for the op-
portunity to live their faith by supporting life—each precious God-given 
life. In pondering the painful loss of their daughter, the Buchanans 
have seen God’s purposes revealed in their lives. “At the time, we won-
dered why God took this little life from us,” said Richard. “But now we 
see the big picture. God needed someone for these other little ones. 
He needed us.”  n

For over 45 years, Richard and Elisabeth 
Buchanan have been caring for infants and  
young children awaiting adoption.
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In 1926, the Catholic community in Omaha, Nebraska came together 

to form an agency to coordinate charitable services for families with 

financial hardships brought on by droughts and low crop prices. Over 

the next 89 years, the agency expanded and adapted services to meet 

the needs of an ever-growing city, eventually serving 23 counties in 

northeastern Nebraska. Today, Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese 

of Omaha (CCOMAHA) serves over 55,000 unique individuals each 

year, providing hope and changing lives through food assistance, ad-

diction recovery and mental health treatment, immigration legal assis-

tance, shelter for victims of domestic violence, pregnancy counseling, 

adoption and more. 

“Our mission to serve, empower and advocate for individuals and fam-

ilies in need guides everything we do,” said John J. Griffith, CCOMAHA 

executive director. “Whether it is feeding a hungry child, sheltering an 

abused woman or providing care to someone with a mental illness, we 

are daily bringing Christ’s love to our neighbors who need it most.” 

Working to eliminate poverty and build a community where no individ-

ual goes to bed hungry, CCOMAHA services are focused on meeting 

clients’ immediate needs while also empowering them with tools and 

skills to gain self-sufficiency. Catholic Charities food pantries are locat-

ed in neighborhood centers in the two Omaha communities with the 

highest poverty rates. This allows staff and volunteers to refer clients to 

other programs in the agency and in the community, like the CCOMAHA 

Microbusiness Program, where business training classes and techni-

cal assistance have resulted in the opening of over 350 businesses 

and the creation of over 700 jobs in low-income communities. Clients 

also can attend family strengthening classes where parents learn how 

to effectively manage their households, teaching skills to set their chil-

dren up for success and break the cycle of poverty. One neighborhood 

center has a special resource center for women victims of domes-

tic violence and affordable immigration legal assistance, where the 

others specialize in programming for senior citizens and early child-

hood education.

I N N E B R A S K A
HOPE

GROWING

C A T H O L I C  C H A R I T I E S  O M A H A  I N S T I L L S  H O P E  A N D  C H A N G E S  L I V E S
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Left and Bottom Right: Cailan Franz, MPA

I N N E B R A S K A

All over the world, people struggling with mental health and substance 

abuse are more likely to live in poverty. This is especially true in Omaha, 

where the city’s central location and easy access to interstates has 

made it a hub for smugglers and cartels bringing deadly drugs into the 

community. For the past 43 years, CCOMAHA has been a recognized 

leader in addiction recovery services for individuals with mental health 

diagnoses. Through a trauma-informed model, therapists address the 

client’s addiction and mental health issues to create an individualized 

plan for recovery.  

“More often than not, we see our behavioral health clients on what 

could be the worst day of their lives,” said Griffith. “Our therapists in-

still hope in individuals who haven’t had anything to look forward to 

in a long time. Witnessing the transformation of the men and women 

in our programs is an amazing example of what is possible through 

God’s grace.” 

This September, the Catholic Charities USA 2015 Annual Gathering 

will be hosted in Omaha for the second time. The last Annual Gathering 

held in Omaha occurred in 1932. 

“Every day, our dedicated staff and volunteers seek to provide hope 

and change lives,” said Griffith. “In the words of Pope Francis, ‘amid 

so much darkness, we need to see the light of hope and to be men 

and women who bring hope to others.’ We are blessed with the op-

portunity to welcome Catholic Charities USA and all member agen-

cies to Omaha as we work together in not only Harvesting Hope in the 

Heartland, but planting the seeds of hope in all of our communities.” n

Cailan O’Grady Franz, MPA, is communications coordinator for 

Catholic Charities Omaha.
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In 1932, when the last annual gathering of the 
Catholic Charities network was held in Omaha, Msgr. 
John O’Grady, executive secretary of the National 
Conference of Catholic Charities (NCCC) at the time, 
was no doubt in attendance. Born in Ireland in 1886, 
O’Grady had close ties to Omaha. He had served 
in residence at Omaha’s St. Bridget’s Parish before 
becoming assistant pastor of St. Cecilia Cathedral 
and editor of the Omaha Diocese newspaper. From 
Omaha, he went on to the Catholic University of 
America where he studied with Msgr. William Kerby 
and was instrumental in the historic founding of the 
NCCC in 1910. Ten years later, he succeeded Kerby 
as executive secretary of the NCCC and went on 
to serve in this position for over 40 years, making 
an extraordinary impact on the Catholic Charities 
movement. 

This year at the 2015 Annual Gathering, CCUSA 
was proud to present Visionary at the Helm: The 
Bold Leadership of Monsignor John O’Grady, a one-
man play paying tribute to Msgr. O’Grady’s enduring 

legacy. In the opening monologue, an elderly O’Grady 
muses, “The past, I presume, is useful—insofar as we 
can get some inspiration from it.” He invites the audi-
ence to reflect on his life experiences, which are pre-
sented in a series of vignettes portraying significant 
moments in this priest’s fascinating life. Visionary at 
the Helm offers insights into the depth of O’Grady’s 
personal investment as a true pioneer of social work. 
Whether riding the rails to talk with people suffering 
through the Great Depression, delivering passionate 
testimony in Congress on any number of pivotal bills, 
or working with Saul Alinsky on neighborhood orga-
nizing, Msgr. O’Grady was always a vocal advocate 
for those in need. 

Produced by CCUSA in collaboration with Still Point 
Theatre Collective, this dramatic portrait is based on 
the research of Alice McKeon, whose forthcoming 
book will be the first published biography on Msgr. 
O’Grady. n

Visionary at the Helm: The Bold Leadership of Monsignor John O’Grady

Monsignor John O’Grady

Omaha: No Wiser Choice

Over eight decades ago, Omaha was chosen to be the site of the 18th Annual Gathering of 

Catholic Charities. While much has changed since 1932, our goals are still focused on re-

ducing poverty in America. In the September 24, 1932 issue of the Omaha World-Herald, 

James F. Murphy, president of the National Conference of Catholic Charities, said: “In my 

own city of Detroit, there are two hundred thousand unemployed men and women. The 

burden in many other cities is proportionately as heavy. No city government or county gov-

ernment at the present time is strong enough to adequately meet this need. It can only be 

met by unparalleled sacrifice of private organizations and individuals. We could not have 

made a wiser choice for our annual meeting place this year than Omaha. Coming as many 

of us do from purely industrial centers where closed factories shut out hope of recovery, we 

get here a better more hopeful view. The mental atmosphere we find in Omaha should help 

give breadth and balance to our deliberations and place for serving through our far-flung 

Catholic Charities our less fortunate neighbors during the upcoming winter.” 
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A SPECIAL THANKS TO OUR 2015 ANNUAL GATHERING SPONSORS:

TM

OMAHA 
T H A N K S  F O R  J O I N I N G  U S  I N

CATHOLIC CHARITIES USA | 2015 ANNUAL GATHERING | SEPTEMBER 10-12
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Catholic Charities USA Heralds Pope Francis’  
Encyclical as “Light for Our Time”
In response to the release of Laudato Si’ (Praised Be You), Pope Francis’ second encyclical, 
Catholic Charities USA (CCUSA) President & CEO Sr. Donna Markham OP, PhD said she hopes 
its message will inform, inspire and influence discussion about our obligation to care for cre-
ation and how it is as essential as our responsibility to care for each other. 

“Pope Francis’ second encyclical promises to shine a light on our moral obligation to care for all 
of God’s creation, from our neighbors who are marginalized to the earth that nourishes us all,” 
said Sr. Donna. “I look forward to reading this teaching document in great detail and encour-
age all people of good will to join me in studying, reflecting on and living out its insights and 
teachings.”

Laudato Si’ focuses on our moral obligation to be good stewards of God’s creation and ad-
dress the destructive impact our choices can make on the world around us. These choices, tied 
to environmental degradation, are associated with exacerbating the impact of natural disas-
ters, disproportionately impacting the poor and vulnerable. As a national network of Catholic 
social service agencies, Catholic Charities USA and its agencies work in communities to bol-
ster true sustainability by protecting the earth as well as safeguarding the poor. As Pope Francis 
writes, “A true ecological approach always becomes a social approach; it must integrate ques-
tions of justice in debates on the environment, so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the 
cry of the poor.”

“As Catholics, we are called to respect all life from natural beginning to natural end,” said Sr. 
Donna. “This encyclical is a call to the world to care for our common home and improve our re-
lationship with our natural and social environments. I know our network will be prayerfully re-
flecting on how best to serve, advocate and convene around these issues, and I look forward to 
learning alongside of them.”

CCUSA will provide resources to member agencies interested in incorporating the message of 
Laudato Si’ into their daily work and will include a number of workshops on the document at the 
upcoming 2015 Annual Gathering.

In May, Catholic Charities USA’s Senior Vice 

President of Social Policy Brian R. Corbin 

spoke at the official launch of a bold new 

poverty reduction initiative—the Padua Pilot. 

Being pioneered by Catholic Charities Fort 

Worth in collaboration with the University 

of Notre Dame’s Wilson-Sheehan Lab for 

Economic Opportunities, the Padua Pilot 

offers what they term “super-charged case 

management” in an effort to break down 

whatever barriers are keeping families in 

need from achieving self-sufficiency.

“It’s time for a new conversation and a new 

approach,” Corbin said. “Comprehensive 

case management can break down the silos 

that come from a piece-meal approach to 

ending poverty and address each compo-

nent of what is preventing families from 

reaching their goals in a way that works in 

concert with their individual strengths and 

resources.”

“It’s time for a new conversation 
and a new approach.”
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Catholic Charities USA recently received a $230,000 grant from the 
SunTrust Foundation to help build and strengthen communities na-
tionwide. The funding will support a workforce development model 
being pioneered by Catholic Charities in Jacksonville, Florida which 
helps low-income individuals develop the skills they need to compete 

for and attain jobs that lift them out of poverty. Funds also will go 
toward a financial education program, “Your Money, Your Goals,” and to 

“Abriendo Puertas” (“Opening Doors”), a bi-lingual family strengthening 
program developed for Latino parents. 

“Our network would not be able to live out its mission of service with-
out the generous support of benefactors like the SunTrust Foundation,” 
said Sr. Donna Markham, president & CEO of CCUSA. “We are grate-
ful for their support and belief in our network and are excited about 
how it will expand our ability to live out the Gospel and serve those 
most in need.”

“The SunTrust Foundation proudly supports Catholic Charities USA and 
its efforts to provide job-readiness training and financial planning 
to low-or moderate-income families and individuals,” said SunTrust 
Foundation President David Fuller. “This grant will enhance the work al-
ready underway and provide a pathway to financial well-being for those 
served by the CCUSA network.”

In May, CCUSA’s Disaster Response Operations Director Katie Oldaker 
received the Spirit Award from the National Voluntary Organizations 
Active in Disaster (VOAD) during their annual conference in New 
Orleans. Awarded annually, the Spirit Award recognizes the outstand-
ing service, professionalism and passion of an individual who is in-
volved with the VOAD movement. In her role as director of disaster 
response operations at CCUSA, Katie manages numerous disaster re-
sponse events each year and has traveled to communities nationwide 
to provide relief and recovery. Additionally, Katie serves as a National 
VOAD representative for CCUSA, holding leadership positions on both 
the Disaster Health and Disaster Case Management Committees. 

“In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Katie coordinated relief efforts in 
Mississippi,” her nomination read. “No matter how far Katie has gone 
or how much she has on her plate, her endless commitment and sup-
port of National VOAD and the VOAD movement shines through.”

“We’re incredibly proud of Katie’s accomplishments and ongoing work 
in the world of disaster relief and recovery,” said CCUSA’s senior vice 
president of disaster operations Maria Vorel. “Her passion, dedication 
and enthusiasm consistently demonstrate CCUSA’s compassionate 
hand, lifting the most vulnerable out of devastation.” n

CCUSA Disaster Operations Director Honored with Spirit Award by National VOAD 

SunTrust Foundation Grant to Support Community Strengthening Work
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NOTES
NEWS

Catholic Charities Fort Worth Receives 
$1.5 Million Grant

Earlier this year, Catholic Charities Fort Worth 

(CCFW) was awarded a $1.5 million grant 

from the Morgridge Foundation for the next 

three years. After one site visit in January, 

the Morgridge Foundation pledged the $1.5 

million to support CCFW’s Padua Pilot over 

three years. Padua is a pilot model that will 

incorporate “supercharged” case manage-

ment along with other intervention services 

to assist clients in Tarrant County out of pov-

erty. (See “It’s time for a new conversation 

and a new approach,” on page 20).

Along with this grant, Carrie Morgridge, an 

officer of the foundation, commented that 

CCFW’s CEO Heather Reynolds “is one of 

those rare leaders [who] sees opportunities 

to try something different.” 

Catholic Charities of Western Tennessee 
Welcomes NBA’s Tony Allen to Summer Camp

NBA All-Star and Memphis Grizzlies forward Tony Allen visited the Camp 
Love & Learn program of Catholic Charities of West Tennessee on July 
16 2015. The “Grindfather,” as he is affectionately known to Grizzlies fans, 
spoke to campers on the importance of balancing their educational needs 
along with their bigger goals—whether its becoming an NBA player or some-
thing else! Tony showed the kids how he warms up to avoid injury, displayed 
some of his favorite on-court moves, played a quick, full-court game with 
some lucky campers, was presented a Camp Love & Learn t-shirt and took a 
group picture with the campers to close out the day! 
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Employee of Catholic Charities of 
Tennessee Offers Free Hair Cuts

Saturday mornings for many people 
are a time to run errands, do chores 
around the house, or, just sit and read 
the newspaper. Not for Scott Gubala, 
executive assistant for Catholic 
Charities of Tennessee’s administra-
tion department.

On Saturday mornings, especially 
between 9-11 am, he can be found 
at his agency’s Loaves and Fishes 
Community Meals for the Hungry 
program in his neighborhood of East 
Nashville. For the past 18 months, 
he’s been there, with his barber tools 
in hand.

Cutting hair has been a hobby for 
Scott for quite a while. He’s been cut-
ting hair for friends and family for 
more than 20 years. It finally oc-
curred to him that he could do it for 
the Loaves and Fishes guests after 
being inspired by a professional barber 
who gave free haircuts in a park in 
Hartford, Conn., for more than 20 
years.

Gubala enjoys being able to provide 
a service that isn’t being provided by 
everyone else in Nashville. Initially, 
guests (primarily men, but some 
women, too) at Loaves and Fishes 

were a bit leery of the idea. Soon, 
though, word spread that Gubala 
knew his way around scissors and clip-
pers and could cut hair of types. He’s 
given over 400 haircuts.

“I am glad that I can offer that free 
of charge to someone who might be 
going through a tough Saturday, a 
tough week or a tough life,” said 
Gubala. “A free haircut won’t solve 
homelessness, addiction(s) or poverty, 
but it is a small gesture of kindness...
and kindness is the golden rule.”

Yakima Housing Services Dedicates 
Self-Help Housing Development

Catholic Charities Housing Services 
(CCHS) of the Diocese of Yakima cel-
ebrated National Homeownership 
Month with the June 25 dedication 
and home blessing of the newly com-
pleted Village Park Homes in Prosser, 
Washington.

Village Park Homes is a unique, af-
fordable housing development sup-
ported by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s (USDA) Mutual Self-
Help 523 Technical Assistance grant 
funding. The program provides grants 
to qualified organizations to help 
them carry out mutual self-help hous-
ing construction projects. Participants 
do their part by contributing “sweat 

equity” through the construction on 
their home along with other building 
group members. CCHS is the only 
housing agency in central Washington 
currently utilizing this program model 
to provide safe, affordable homes to 
very low-and low-income families. 

During the dedication and bless-
ing, participating families, represen-
tatives from CCHS and USDA Rural 
Development State Director Mario 
Villanueva, were on hand to dis-
cuss the program and its impact on 
the Prosser community. The Most 
Reverend Bishop Joseph Tyson deliv-
ered a formal blessing over the project.

“We are celebrating 50 years of the 
Mutual Self-Help Housing program, 
which has helped rural families gain 
a foothold into the middle class by 
stepping on that first rung of what 
President Obama calls a ladder of op-
portunity,” explains Villanueva. “This 
program rewards that special kind of 
person who’s willing to roll up his or 
her sleeves, pick up a hammer or a 
power tool and essentially do whatever 
it takes to build a better life for them-
selves and their family.”

Village Park Homes will serve eight 
families and approximately 22 indi-
viduals. To qualify, applicants must 
occupy their home as their prima-
ry residence, be at or below 80 per-
cent of the median income for Benton 
County, not owned a home in the last 
three years, complete a “sweat equity” 
work hour requirement and complete 
a homebuyer seminar and individual 
housing counseling sessions.
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Albany’s Night at the Museum Event 
Raises $144,000

A generous crowd came out to sup-
port Catholic Charities of the Diocese 
of Albany for their third annual Night 
at the Museum event at the New York 
State Museum on June 18. The after-
work event was held on the fourth 
floor of the state museum and hon-
ored John Daly of Amsterdam, New 
York, a longtime board member and 
supporter of Catholic Charities, and 
the late Sr. Anne Bryan Smollin, CSJ, 
former director of the Counseling for 
Laity program in Albany. Both Daly 
and Sr. Anne were lauded for their 
dedication and many years of service 
to Catholic Charities. 

“Tonight was terrific; yet again I’m 
floored by the generous response 
of our supporters,” said Vincent W. 
Colonno, CEO of Catholic Charities 
New York. “Thanks to your support 
we’ll be able to reach out to more 
people in need in our communities.” 

Bishop Edward B. Scharfenberger 
was on hand to thank supporters and 
speak about the work of Catholic 
Charities. Client Cathy Torbitt spoke 
about her experience with Catholic 
Charities’ Disabilities Services and 
Sr. Patty St. John, CSJ spoke mov-
ingly about the life of Sr. Anne and 
her work in the area of mental health 
counseling. Nearly 50 local business-
es and individuals were event spon-
sors. All proceeds from the event go 
to support the programs of Catholic 
Charities programs, serving the poor 
and vulnerable throughout the four-
teen counties of upstate New York 
that comprise the Diocese of Albany. 

Catholic Charities in La Crosse 
Welcomes New Executive Director

Catholic Charities of the Diocese of 
La Crosse in Wisconsin is very excited 
to announce the agency’s new execu-
tive director, Roberto Partarrieu. He 
was appointed by the agency’s board 
of directors after former executive di-
rector Deacon Richard Sage retired at 
the end of 2014. 

Partarrieu comes to La Crosse from 
the Washington, DC area. He was 
born in Chile and has lived and 
worked in several different coun-
tries: Chile, Haiti, Canada and the 
United States. He is fluent in Spanish, 
English and French. He holds both 
a bachelor’s and master’s degree in 
economics and undertook doctoral 
courses in economics at Georgetown 
University. 

Throughout his career, Partarrieu has 
always been drawn to working with 
the underserved and marginalized. He 
brings knowledge of what poverty is, 
living in countries where there is not 
just poverty, but misery. Partarrieu 
recognizes the great value of Catholic 

Charities’ services provided to those in 
need, services that can help them get 
through their particular life’s strug-
gles. Through Partarrieu’s leader-
ship, Catholic Charities will contin-
ue to assess the needs of those within 
the community, work to offer advoca-
cy and assistance, and always remain 
open to building new programs or as-
sisting community partners as needed.

One such program is the new 
Franciscan Hospitality House that 
will serve the needs of those who are 
homeless. Catholic Charities in La 
Crosse will be overseeing the day-to-
day operations of this new program, 
which is an expansion of the servic-
es provided at the agency’s Winter 
Warming Center and allows a collab-
oration of community volunteers and 
organizations to join in serving those 
in need in the community. It is one of 
the best ecumenical services provided 
within the community; people of all 
faiths coming together to serve others 
and build relationships.

Catholic Charities of Galveston-Houston 
Responds to Memorial Day Flooding

Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese 
of Galveston-Houston has been a 
provider of disaster response servic-
es since before Hurricane Katrina rav-
aged the Gulf Coast. The day after 



the recent Memorial Day flooding in 
the Houston area, staff members were 
in the field assessing the needs of the 
agency’s senior citizen clients. The 
flood ravaged homes, destroyed peo-
ple’s sense of security and damaged 
possessions that represent a lifetime of 
memories. Catholic Charities imme-
diately began providing services and 
raising funds to support the extensive 
recovery needs. Support came from 
Catholic Charities USA in the form of 
$10,000 and two loaned emergency 
case management staff for a month’s 
time that was invaluable. The agency 
also received numerous individual do-
nations as well as those from compa-
nies like Kroger, which aided families 
and individuals affected by the flood.

One of the clients the agency helped 
is Minthia Terry, 74. When Catholic 
Charities first arrived on the scene, 
she was hesitant to receive help and 
did not trust the people coming to see 
her in case they were trying to scam 
her. Case manager Valerie Zanders as-
sured Minthia that everything would 
be okay, and the following day, helped 
her apply for FEMA aid. Immediately 
after, Minthia felt safe and was so 
thrilled Valerie was there to help her. 

Looking back now that she has a 
new kitchen and new painted walls, 
Minthia said, “Without little Valerie, I 
would not have any of this. She saved 
me and actually felt loved and valued. 
I thought to myself, ‘This is a real 
charity.’” 

Valerie visited with Minthia two to 
three times each week to ensure that 
things were progressing and that she 
was taken care of in terms of basic 

needs. The agency provided gift cards, 
referred her to Mattress Firm for a 
new mattress and took her to the fur-
niture bank. 

Minthia was grateful. “With y’all’s 
help, I survived. You can thank every-
body for me from the bottom of my 
heart.” 

Las Vegas Agency Blessed by Walmart 
Foundation and Others

Catholic Charities of Southern 
Nevada has been blessed with many 
benefactors of late including The 
Walmart Foundation. In March, The 
Walmart Foundation’s Nevada State 
Giving Program awarded $515,000 to 
seven organizations located across the 
state, including Catholic Charities of 
Southern Nevada.

“We are committed to helping people 
live better and fully believe in sup-
porting the local organizations that 
best know the needs of a given 
community,” said Gregg Treadway, 
Walmart Nevada regional general 
manager. “These seven nonprofits are 
making positive change in Nevada. 
We’re pleased to help them grow and 
continue efforts to fight hunger, im-
prove access to education and more.” 

Catholic Charities of Southern 
Nevada received a $95,000 grant to 
fund its Hands of Hope Community 
Food Pantry. The pantry is designed 
to provide families in need with 
healthy and nutritious supplemental 
food items.

“We are honored to receive Walmart’s 
support to help serve our clients and 
their most basic needs,” said Deacon 
Tom Roberts, president and CEO 
of Catholic Charities of Southern 
Nevada. “Many of our clients are fam-
ilies who are facing food insecuri-
ty. Our Hands of Hope Food Pantry 
creates an environment where each 
family has the freedom to choose the 
groceries they need and is treated with 
dignity and respect. Walmart’s support 
helps us ensure more families in our 
community have enough to eat.”

In addition to the Walmart 
Foundation grant, Catholic Charities 
of Southern Nevada received two 
other significant gifts. United 
Healthcare made a $30,000 grant to 
the agency to help provide food, shel-
ter and support to many of United 
Healthcare’s homeless Medicaid ex-
pansion members. And the Caesers 
Foundation provided a new meal de-
livery vehicle. The new van, with 
custom refrigeration and freezer 
compartments, will allow Catholic 
Charities to deliver 8,990 meals 
each month to older individuals 
valley-wide. 

Family Day Center to Serve Homeless 
Families in Colorado Springs

Something is coming soon to 
Colorado Springs, Colo. The Family 
Day Center (FDC), a collabora-

SUMMER 2015   |   29



30    |   CHARITIES USA  

tion of Catholic Charities of Central 
Colorado and Family Promise of 
Colorado Springs, will provide ser-
vices for families experiencing pover-
ty, who are homeless or on the verge 
of homelessness. The center, target-
ed to open in late summer or early 
fall at the Hanifen Center at Catholic 
Charities’ Marian House, will provide 
services for families from 9 am to 5 
pm, Monday through Friday. 

Families that are homeless or on the 
verge of homelessness are faced with 
unique and serious challenges in the 
Colorado Springs community. They 
seek shelter in public libraries, with 
friends, family, and neighbors, in their 
cars, and from the limited options for 
low-income housing and homeless 
shelters. Human service agencies have 
offered assistance in the form of food, 
clothing and other services, but the 
options for homeless families in im-
mediate crisis have been limited.

The FDC will provide a space for 
families to spend time together in a 
safe environment, provide scheduled 
family activities, early literacy sup-
port, opportunities for for family re-
laxation, and education support and 
resources that can ultimately strength-
en the family structure and provide 
the tools needed to begin the journey 
towards greater stability. A multitude 
of partner agencies will be involved to 
provide easy access for families served 
in the FDC to meet with and receive 
services in one location. Some fam-
ilies will receive basic services such 
as supplemental baby food, formu-
la, diapers and children’s clothing 
through Marian House Life Support 

Services. Others will use more in-
depth case management sessions along 
with partner agency referrals and sup-
port for services such as low-income 
and affordable housing options. The 
FDC will also refer families to the 
Family Promise Interfaith Hospitality 
Network Homeless Family Shelter. 

Students from Colorado College, lo-
cated in Colorado Springs, will also 
be involved in the FDC. As a result 
of the Community Kitchen and 
Soup Project competition, two sepa-
rate Colorado College student groups 
were awarded grants and chose to 
become involved in projects that will 
be connected to the FDC. One proj-
ect is Grits, a publication inserted into 
the Colorado Springs Independent (CS 
INDY) featuring artwork created by 
people receiving services at Marian 
House. The students will conduct a 
regular art class at Marian House. The 
art will not only be featured in the CS 
INDY, but also on KRCC and in art 
exhibits throughout the community. 
The other student project will be relat-
ed to the development of family activ-
ities. This will be refined once the fall 
semester at Colorado College begins 
in September and the students are 
back from summer break.

Catholic Charities of Central Texas 
Awarded $80,000 Impact Austin Grant

Catholic Charities of Central Texas 
(CCCTX) was recently awarded a 
highly competitive grant from Impact 
Austin. The $80,000 grant will allow 
CCCTX to expand the Immigration 
Legal Services (ILS) program. Central 
Texas has the 13th largest immigrant 
population in the country making this 
expansion an important step in ensur-
ing that access to low-cost, high-quali-
ty legal services are available to all im-
migrants in the area who need them.

The grant will fund an additional 
Board of Immigration Appeals accred-
ited representative who will coordi-
nate outreach into rural areas where 
there are currently little to no low-cost 
legal representation services for im-
migrants. In addition, the grant will 
fund mobile immigration workshop 
equipment so that ILS can take their 
services on the road to efficiently serve 
these outlying communities.

Impact Austin began in 2003 and is 
one of the largest women’s philanthro-
py groups in the nation and is ded-
icated to empowering women phi-
lanthropists in the community. They 
combine members’ annual donations 
to give multiple high-impact grants 
each year to local nonprofits.

Houston Agency Granted $500,000  
for Women Veterans Services

Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese 
of Galveston-Houston recently re-
ceived $500,000 in funding from 
the Texas Veteran’s Commission for a 
two-year program to support female 
veterans. This will allow the agency 
to expand its current capacity to 
assist female veterans in the Greater 
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Houston area, allowing them to assist 
female veterans without a disability di-
agnosis and those female veterans who 
need housing assistance and homeless-
ness prevention services, but not nec-
essarily permanent supportive hous-
ing services. The agency is committed 
to assisting female veterans and their 
families as they transition back to ci-
vilian life and heal from the traumas 
they have experienced during service.

Virginia Association of Housing 
Counselors Honors Catholic Charities

The Virginia Association of Housing 
Counselors, the statewide association 
for professionals who enhance, pro-
mote and implement housing coun-
seling services for families and indi-
viduals, has named Commonwealth 
Catholic Charities (CCC) the 2015 
Agency of the Year. 

Each year, the Virginia Association of 
Housing Counselors (VAHC) honors 
housing professionals throughout 
the state of Virginia who have dem-
onstrated their commitment to im-
proving the lives of families and the 
well-being of communities. In hon-
oring CCC, the VAHC highlighted 
the agency’s many responsive servic-
es, which meet the housing needs of 
the Commonwealth’s most vulnerable 
citizens.

“This recognition is especially mean-
ingful coming from our peers on the 
front lines of housing issues,” said 
Joanne Nattrass, executive director of 
CCC. “We are proud to work close-
ly with VAHC members in guiding 
people to achieve their housing goals.” 
Nattrass added that CCC revamped 
its processes to connect housing coun-
seling with financial assistance. 

The addition of the counseling to all 
financial assistance helps ensure that 
those seeking emergency housing as-
sistance are seen by a certified finan-
cial counselor who can help them 
develop a plan to become more finan-
cially secure. 

Chicago Agency Opens Grocery Store  
in Public Housing Community

On June 26, Catholic Charities of 
the Archdiocese of Chicago and 
Cook County officials announced 
the grand opening of the Crisp! Fresh 
Market located inside Vera Yates 
Homes, a public housing communi-
ty in Ford Heights, Ill. Cook County 
Board President Toni Preckwinkle 
was joined by Ford Heights 
Mayor Charles Griffin, Catholic 
Charities Associate Vice President 
of Community Development and 
Outreach Gina Cleggs, Housing 
Authority of Cook County (HACC) 
Executive Director Richard 
Monocchio, and a number of elect-
ed officials and residents of the Vera 
Yates Homes community to officially 
cut the ribbon to open the new store.

The Crisp! Fresh Market at Vera Yates 
Homes will provide healthy choices 
for families and other community res-

idents who need fresh food items and 
have limited options.  

“Too often, communities that strug-
gle from a lack of resources are also 
food deserts. Residents are limited 
in their shopping choices and eating 
a healthy diet becomes challenging,” 
said Preckwinkle.  

The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
broadly defines urban food deserts 
as low-income census tracts where 
people live more than a mile from a 
supermarket or large grocery store.   

The success of the three-month pilot 
program will determine expansion 
plans for other HACC sites with little 
or no proximity to food markets with 
fresh, healthy options. 

“When residents have reliable access to 
a market that sells fresh fruits and veg-
etables, they can make healthy food 
choices for themselves and their fam-
ilies. The community is also an inte-
gral part in moving the healthy choice 
concept forward and we are commit-
ted to that partnership,” said Cleggs.

Crisp! is a home delivery grocery ser-
vice and is the only grocery service 
that accepts SNAP and LINK in 
Chicago and Cook County. In addi-
tion to the 200 products offered at 
the Crisp! Fresh Market, more than 
700 products are available for deliv-
ery throughout Chicago and southern 
Cook County. n
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PROVIDING HELP.

CREATING
HOPE.

Darcy remembers when he had his first taste of liquor—it 
was his thirteenth birthday and he vomited in the river. It 
was love at first taste. Alcoholism would take many things 
from Darcy over the years. It took his home, his job, his re-
lationships and his health. 

Now Darcy, 58, has taken his life back. He has not had a 
drink in over two years. 

He quit drinking while living at Exodus Residence, a 
health supported housing program for homeless men 
and women operated by Catholic Charities of St. Paul and 
Minneapolis. At Exodus, Darcy found a safe place to re-
cover while surrounded by positive, helpful staff. 

“The staff at Exodus is tops. They’re there for you, not for 
them—and the food is really good,” he joked. 

While he was at Exodus, he got help looking for housing 
from his case manager, assistance managing his Type 2 
diabetes from the nursing staff and an opportunity to talk 
through his life challenges with a counselor. He felt like ev-
eryone was working for him, all on the same team. 

Darcy has taken the opportunities given him and is work-
ing to stay on track. 

Now living in a Salvation Army supportive housing com-
plex, Darcy has settled into an independent life. He works 
part-time at a machine shop, reads books he collects 
from the library and does his crunches and pushups ev-
eryday in an attempt to stay healthy. He rides his bicycle 
on the streets of Minneapolis, in both sunshine and snow.

“I love my bike. It gives me my independence,” he said. “I 
don’t mind getting help, but I try to do things on my own.”

Darcy seems to be thriving on his own, and he’s thank-
ful for the people who helped him find peace and 
independence. 

“For the first time in 35 years—man, it’s a good feeling to 
wake up and not want that drink,” he said. 

He remembers talking to Mary Deering, a nurse at Exodus 
Residence about his decision not to drink. She typed up 
what he said, walked to the printer and then handed him 
a sheet of paper.

“There is no positive reason for me to continue to drink al-
cohol,” it read. That sign now hangs on his front door. 

These days, Darcy’s routine is simple. “I wake up, gather 
my thoughts and chat with my creator a little bit. Life is 
really comfortable now,” he said. Every time he leaves his 
new home, he reads his own quote as a reminder to make 
good choices. 

“For the first time in 35 
years—man, it’s a good 
feeling to wake up and 
not want that drink.”n
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