Speech given by Liz Coz (Seattle, WA ‘08-09) during the fourth annual Seattle gathering that took place on May 9, 2009 at Seattle University.  

A year ago I was graduating with a degree, but I’ve received a whole new education this year.  “An Education of the Heart” – totally a phrase taken from Recovery Café’s annual event, but really an accurate description of my year thus far.  There’s been great clarity in it as to what’s important, how to receive others, and how lucky I am.  

Recovery Café is an alternative therapeutic community, supporting men and women who are recovering from homelessness, addiction, and mental illness.  This is a place where people are warmly welcomed and invited to join a community that loves them, a community that is safe, and always welcoming to Members who relapse but are invited to return after being clean and sober for 24 hours.  It’s not JUST people struggling with substance abuse addictions - a message that resonates with me …and though my answer to the question, “So are you in recovery?” is typically, “Well, no, not really…,” I have come to understand how many meanings there are to that word:  “Recovery” and how many things JVC leads to recovery FROM. 

It literally means the act of regaining or saving something lost (or in danger of becoming lost)At Recovery Café, people are so REAL.  So… naked.  At our Christmas staff meeting, we reflected on the greatest gifts we had received during the past year.  Naked immediacy with others.  That is the gift I have received.  Feeling like I have NOTHING to PROVE; an ultimate freedom to be authentic.  I don’t feel like I have to save face and speak strategically.  People share with me their insecurities, their fears, their traumatic stories of abuse, grief, and significant loss.  

But not only with me, but with other Members too.  It’s such an overwhelmingly beautiful experience to witness practically strangers in our Recovery Circles (small accountability support groups, that meet once a week) affirming each other’s successes AND failures.  One woman shared with her group that every morning, she wakes up at 7am and meets her dealer.  She was so defeated, so helpless, and SO anxious for an escape.

Another Member in the Circle said, “What are you doing tomorrow morning?  Why don’t you meet ME at 7am?  We’ll go for a walk.”  This was a woman who, as a child, developed measles which progressed into spinal meningitis, an illness that took most of her family’s resources to cure.  Her father started calling her the “little criminal.”  Later she developed schizophrenia and started hearing voices.  This is a real example of someone who now works with other Members to help them cope with and manage their “voices” the way she manages her own voices each and every day.  


Walking with my head down from the bus to the front door of Recovery Café, and hearing  “hey Liz!” can change my mood 180 degrees.  Getting shout outs and Van Morrison songs dedicated to me at Open Mic nights; Baking Christmas cookies at a Member’s apartment; and receiving gloss color prints of photos.  Members humoring my dozens of announcements and signs, participating in the walking club (even if one Member suggests the entire way putting chains on my ankles to slow me down).  That same Member cooking me his famous 37 spice – specialty catfish.  Another Member designating me as the taste tester for his special (well, by special meaning 6 sticks of butter and cheese) soups, which he prepares for the whole Café…someone whose total income is his social security check.


Our Executive Director brings me a box of peanut butter puffins every time he goes to Trader Joe’s.  One Member pulls things out of the donation bin of clothes that she thinks would look good with my eyes.  Another lets me know when my face is looking a little ‘swollen’ [yes, that really happened].  These are some of the many graces I have been blessed to receive at Recovery Café.  This place has discounted my shortcomings and applauded my successes.  It has taught me to appreciate a sense of “unity-consciousness”….a term our Founding Director attributes to the innate humanity we all share.  The mindset of “just like me, she wants to be happy, he doesn’t want to suffer.”


It’s wild to think that I didn’t even list Recovery Café as one of my preferences when applying – it wasn’t listed that early.  I owe JVCNW credit for making the match.  It’s such a good match I am staying there as a 2nd year JV – it was too educational, too challenging, and too life giving to leave – totally thanks to the JVC process.  

There have been times this whole JVC thing at work and in community has ran me down - overwhelmed my bandwidth, monopolized my schedule, forced me out of my comfort zone, asked of me tasks and compromises I would rather not do.  Neither have been a fairytale.  The support network JVC has established is one of the three main reasons I am doing a second year (my job and the city of Seattle being the others).  All the FJVs in Seattle, the social opportunities extended to us through them, the generosity of time and resources extended to us, all the rides offered!  From snowshoeing to skiing, to borrowing cars and homemade blackberry pie deliveries.  Meals at homes and surprise bottles of wine on our doorstep, the sharing of their stories. I feel community is most life-giving when we are entertaining or entertained BY the company of other current JVS and FJVS.  Seeing THEM live the values always re-motivates me to undertake new challenges.  It shows how possible living the values is.  The choice to accept only locally made and sold wedding gifts or pray for a specific country before dinner or during Lent, commit daily to a different sacrifice such as no energy use or a positive action, like smiling at every person…the network of JVC has connected me to countless resources and PEOPLE -  the greatest resource.  I was sharing about my week in one of my two recovery circles, and a Member reacts by saying, “Wow.  You have a nice life.”  

And it’s true!!  I’ve never felt more supported and less bored in my life.  It’s a lot to navigate starting a new job with little to no experience, moving to a new city, living with strangers, and trying to explore with a significantly limited discretionary income.  JVC Northwest connects us to furniture, free food!, gym access…mediators (()…, and spiritual direction:  seriously, these things saved my sanity this year.   

When people ask me what I do as "Volunteer Coordinator" at Recovery Cafe, my answer - and true objective - is to meet with prospective volunteers to find out what they're passionate about, and to then come up with creative ways for them to share those interests and gifts with our Members.  JVC does the same thing.  One of my favorite quotes is by Howard Thurman, that says, "Do not ask yourself what the world needs.  Ask what makes you come alive, and then go do it.  Because what the world needs is people who have come alive."  JVC connects people with an abundance of gifts and passions to others looking to cultivate similar interests, as well as different ones, and in the process, help them figure out what it is that makes them feel most ALIVE.   
Laughing, crying, listening, waiting.  LEARNING.  Sharing.  Praying (with and without Paul Grubb at our dinner table ().  Being uncomfortable.  Receiving and being received.  Not flushing.  Eliminating.  Riding the bus….A LOT.  Being naked – this is being alive.
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