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For the past year, Saint Joseph's University graduate, Sarah Jones, '06, has been living and working in Bethel, Alaska at the Bethel Alternative Boarding School. When Jones opens the door to the house she shares with her five housemates, she sees miles of frozen tundra, even though it's April. She doesn't have a car. She doesn't have a cell phone. She works with students who are dealing with learning disabilities, substance abuse, and teenage pregnancy. On any given day she could be teaching algebra, jump-starting cars in the negative 30 degree weather, making 40 school lunches, or counseling students as they deal with the latest teen suicide. 

Jones has dedicated a year of her life to volunteering with the Jesuit Volunteer Corp (JVC), a decision that many graduating seniors are also making this year, either through the JVC or other volunteer organizations.

Through the JVC, recently graduated students are sent to various locations throughout the country and assigned specific service jobs within the community where they will live and work with other volunteers. The JVC does a tremendous amount of work for those in need while instilling its four core values on volunteers - social justice, simple living, community, and spirituality.

Julie Gilbert, '08, will be joining the JVC after graduation. 

She is currently in the middle of the heavy application process, which includes four letters of recommendation and twelve pages of essays. The JVC has an extensive application process in order to force applicants to consider the commitment they are trying to make.

"Applications are more for the individuals to process themselves through this," said Gilbert. The JVC needs to be sure that candidates are volunteering for the right reasons.

The JVC and other volunteer organizations are surprisingly difficult to get accepted into. One would assume that any volunteer would be wanted, but the application process is intense in order to be sure that the volunteers accepted will stay for the required term, and truly fit with the ideals of the volunteer program. 

Sarah Carey, '08, applied to Jesuit Volunteer International (JVI), a branch of the JVC that sends volunteers overseas to for service. Unfortunately, she was not accepted, but she is going to try for the JVC instead.

"Applying for volunteer programs can be a competitive business," said Carey about her rejection. "Beyond the sheer amount of people who apply for them, you have to make a serious emotional investment in different programs, and really picture yourself in a particular place, time, and program in order to get through the process."

Alex Kitchen, a recruiter for JVC Northwest, admitted that the application process is extensive. 

"By the time the applicant gets through they have to be committed to the four values," said Kitchen. "Understanding the four values and having a passion for justice are the main criteria."

After getting accepted, the real challenges start. Most programs offer a training period before immersion into volunteer life. Bill Gwynn, '08, has been accepted into Americorps - another domestic volunteer program. In late September, he will travel to Sacramento, Calif. for a one-month training period before he actually begins service.

While some like Jones travel far from Philadelphia for their service years, many seniors are choosing to stay local. Gilbert and Tim Atwood, '08, both desire to volunteer in the Philadelphia area.

"I'd like to see this city from the other side," said Gilbert. "You can go all four years at Saint Joe's and get to know so many different people, but in a way we're all the same because we're all privileged. This will allow me to meet different people within my own city." 

Gilbert hopes for the JVC to place here near Philadelphia, her native town. This summer however, she is traveling far away to Tanzania to volunteer at orphanages, schools, and HIV clinics where several JVI's are stationed.

"I'm young," said Gilbert. "I've got time, I've got energy; maybe the idealism that you need for this kind of work." 

Atwood, despite being from Virginia originally, isn't ready to leave Philadelphia. He will be joining the Philly Fellows - a section of Americorp specifically for Philadelphia. Philly Fellows works as a placement agency - connecting volunteers from Philadelphia colleges to different Philadelphia non-profit organizations. Atwood has been interviewing with several non-profit organizations, including the Bethesda Project, Project Home, Philabundance, and After Activities Partnership. 

Philly Fellows only offers twenty positions each year. Atwood was waitlisted at first, then finally accepted into the program. He is attracted to the sense of doing something worthwhile that volunteering brings. 

"It's a greater feeling than just accomplishing stuff for myself," said Atwood. 

The graduating seniors pursuing a year of service are in for a trying yet rewarding experience. 

After being in Alaska for the past year, Jones recognizes that volunteering is not always just for the benefit of others, but that it has contributed to her own growth as well. She explained that they have a slogan in the JVC - "ruined for life" - because it is difficult to return to a 'normal' life after having lived the four values for so long. 

"It's definitely not something that you can just walk away from," said Jones.

At first, like all new volunteers, she was apprehensive about not having a cell phone, cable, or Internet, and making only $80 a month, but now she finds it comforting to know that those things are not available.

"I spend more deliberate time on the phone with my parents and friends once a week and I found out that you don't really need to check your Facebook account 10 times a day," said Jones. 

She realizes that this experience does not occur separate from the rest of her life either. She knows, as the graduating seniors, soon-to-be volunteers will find out, that a year of service is not something that anyone can walk away from unchanged. How this experience will affect her life after the program, Jones has yet to find out. 

"But what I do know for sure is that I am not the same person that I was 8 months ago," said Jones. "And that will affect me forever." 
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