New generation fuels Jesuit Volunteer Corps         

With JVC numbers on the rise locally, college grads are devoting themselves to serving people on the margins
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Jesuit Volunteer Megan Murphy assists at the Archdiocesan Housing Authority’s Matt Talbot Center in Seattle, a recovery program and treatment center for the addicted, the homeless and the mentally ill. Among other duties, Murphy and a Lutheran volunteer do cooking at the center and take members on weekly outings around town, such as to the new Sculpture Park. “We interact with the members and do as much as we can,” she said.      
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Ryan Wiser is both a long way from home and a long way from his comfort zone in his work with the Jesuit Volunteer Corps (JVC) Northwest.
And that’s just the way he likes it.
Raised in Tampa, Fla., the 22-year-old business degree graduate from Mississippi State University now serves in the Seattle area as a volunteer with Providence Hospice of Seattle. When applying with JVC, he could have sought one of the volunteer positions working with children, because it went with his background, he said last week. Instead, he asked for something out of his element, and was offered the chance to work with hospice patients.
“As soon as they said that, I was like, ‘That sounds great,’” he said last week. “I’m pretty intimidated; I don’t know anything about it, and I want to learn something completely different about myself while helping out others for this next year.”
Now Wiser is in his second month as part of a transition team that works with patients about to enter or be discharged from hospice care.
“We like to be used as a resource to open up tons of other resources that are available,” Wiser said. “And me as a volunteer, my whole purpose is just to spend time (listening).”
Wiser is among the 14 new members who began service in the Seattle-Tacoma area last month with JVC Northwest, an organization founded in Alaska in 1956 to enable young people to reach out to people living on the margins of society. They partner with agencies in Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Montana and Alaska.
During their one-or-two years of service, the volunteers live in community and commit to the organization’s core values of community, spirituality, simple living and social justice. They receive room and board, an $80-per-month stipend, health insurance coverage and travel expenses back home.
Recruitment, Web site provide boost JVC Northwest is enjoying a boom year with the number of volunteers up 40 percent over 2007, said Executive Director Jeanne Haster. They’ve placed 101 volunteers in 14 cities in the four states, she said. The volunteers hail from 10 different states and 13 colleges and universities, including 76 graduates of Catholic institutions. To handle the increase in the Seattle area, JVC has opened a second house in the city’s south end.
Haster attributes the rise in interest to the development of their Web site, which takes applications online, and stepped up recruiting efforts, including on college campuses.
“We’ve tried to energize former volunteers to help us recruit,” she said, noting that many of them have gone on to careers of service, working for parishes, schools, charities, social service agencies and other organizations.
“There’s hundreds of JVC’s in Seattle and Tacoma,” she said.
And there’s no trouble locating them.
Deacon Steve Wodzanowski, pastoral associate at St. Joseph Parish in Seattle, came from New Jersey as a JVC member in 1982 and coordinated St. Joseph’s outreach ministries. He’s worked for the parish ever since and credits JVC with laying the groundwork for his career in ministry.
“When I came in ’82 we had five (JVC) houses in Seattle,” he adds. “Twenty-five years later, some of my best friends are still the people I met that year.”
Lyn Miletich, Director of Public Relations for Providence Hospice of Seattle, was a Jesuit volunteer teaching Catholic high school students in St. Mary’s, Alaska, from 1972 to 1974.
‘Ruined for Life’ is credo Miletich notes the JVC’s informal credo is “Ruined for Life,” meaning the experience will open up your eyes to the need to serve others. She has done that in hospital and hospice ministry, and now in her work at Providence.
The JVC experience “instilled in me and really led me into a life of service,” she said. “It deepened my spirituality, which is essential to my being.
“I remember when I was a JV at our last liturgy. We were out in the tundra in the middle of nowhere, and my prayer that day was that I would never be satisfied…never be complacent about the status quo.”
Haster said the Jesuit Volunteer Corps today is seeing “second generation” members, whose parents or other relatives were once JVs.
Wiser said his aunt worked with JVC South in Atlanta, Ga.
Megan Murphy, a current JV at Catholic Community Services’ Matt Talbot Center in Seattle, recalls growing up in the JVC culture – her parents having met as JVs while teaching school in St. Mary’s, Alaska.
“A lot of the core values of JVC were part of my childhood,” she said, “and I always thought that would be something that I would do.”
Murphy, 22, graduated from the College of the Holy Cross in Worcester, Mass., with a degree in math and is in her second month at the Matt Talbot Center, which helps people with addictions turn their lives around.
It’s rewarding to see people “overcome their daily struggles and move on with their life,” she said.
