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Description
In my service learning or community engagement, I volunteered to work as a shelter helper at St. Paul Higher Ground Shelter of Catholic Charities in downtown.  St. Paul Higher Ground Shelter of Catholic Charities is a permanent housing for long-standing homeless individuals, social service, pay-for-stay overnight shelter, as well as overnight emergency accommodation for both men and women. The services also offered include light dinners and showers. The facility has beds for men and women, and Pay-for-Stay overnight shelter is provided at subsidized rates. St. Paul Higher Ground Shelter is operated by the Catholic charities, and they opened it in a bid to avert end homelessness. Among the full range of services offered also includes permanent accommodation for homeless individuals with house barriers, chemical dependency, mental sickness, and disabilities. All the services provided in St. Paul's catalog are for the common good of the society. The tenants residing in the home also receive extra social services such as computer labs, Television cables, skill building, lockers for rent, and outdoor bicycle storage. Mostly, the clients of St. Paul Higher Ground Shelter are the people suffering from various chronic conditions, homeless, individuals, and veterans. For one to be eligible as a client, he or she must be a single adult, must meet the government's definition of long-term destitute and qualify for state benefits.  

My work at St. Paul Higher Ground Shelter mostly involved security and hygiene work, and I worked in shifts. The first time I worked as a security officer inspecting bags and the luggage of clients who were checking into the facility. I searched the bags for drugs and weapons like guns. These things are prohibited within the center, and so the clients cannot enter with them. During my work I wore gloves, and I just looked into the bags without inserting my hands inside. The volunteer guidelines of the institution provided that each volunteer should wear gloves-even in the hygiene area. On my second time as a volunteer, I also worked as a security detail, but this time I inspected the homeless by scanning their bodies to see if they had any weapon concealed in their clothing. As usual, I wore gloves, and I used a metal detector to scan the individuals. The third time, however, I worked in hygiene and supplies department. My work involved supplying hygiene stuff and toiletries to the tenants. Most of these commodities were provided for free, while some were offered at a subsidized rate. For instance, soap, toothpaste, shampoo, and lotion were available to the tenants for free. Toothbrushes, combs, deodorants, and razors were offered each at 25 cents. However, other commodities were returnable, and I had to record them after issuing. For example, I only issued towels after taking the ID of the person and retain it until he or she returned the towel. This was also provided in the volunteer guidelines, whereby it stated that "when a towel or washcloth is requested, ALWAYS ask for an HMIS I.D. card". The instructions also addressed other issues such as prices of items, workflow, and so on. The work of the staff of St. Paul Higher Ground Shelter was to check the identification and test the homeless to identify those who are using drugs. There were always long queues of the homeless outside the building waiting to be processed. Those who had reservations were allowed in first, and it was the work of the staff to ensure this. Most of the staff's job is to provide support service for their common good of the tenants. My work in the center addressed the needs of the homeless individuals. My work facilitated fast admission into the facility, for the services they much needed, while at the same time advanced the common good of the society.

Integration

The experience of my volunteer work at St. Paul Higher Ground Shelter relates to the works of mercy as described by Dorothy Day, who was an interesting and influential personality in American Catholicism history.  Dorothy walked the talk and was the founder of the Catholic Worker Movement. Dorothy's passions for justice for the oppressed, and social activism were inspired by the gospel, and she set an excellent example to the saints. According to her, we do what we can, and the entire area of all works of mercy is open to us (Day, 2005). There is a saying that goes "do what you are doing." If one is a student, he or she should study, prepare to give to others, and maintain a vision of a new social order. All good or constructive works are classified under works of mercy and are in contrast with the works of war. These works of mercy are a pleasing incentive to our development of faith and love. The faith of the believers is challenged to the extreme and so develops through this burden put upon it. Working for the good of the society such as my volunteer work is a literal fulfillment of the declaration of the father of the church as Dorothy writes “the bread you retain belongs to the hungry, the dress you lock up is the property of the naked” (Day, 2005). Dorothy classifies the works of mercy into two: the spiritual works and the corporal works of mercy. The corporal works include harboring the homeless, as done by the Catholic Charities through St. Paul Higher Ground Shelter. My experience at the facility amounts to the corporal works of mercy. Other works are burying the dead, visiting the sick, ransoming the captive, clothing the naked, feeding the hungry, and giving drink to the thirsty (Day, 2005). 

My experience also relates to the writings of Pope Francis in the social dimension! of evangelization. According to the Pope, to evangelize is to cause the God’s Kingdom to be existent on earth. The Social aspects of evangelization form an integral part of its mission. Reading the Bible reveals that the Gospel is not just about our relations with God, but about his kingdom. The Gospel is all about loving God who rules in our earth. Because God reigns within us, our society should be filled with dignity, peace, and justice (Francis, 2013). Both the preachings of a Christian as well as his life are meant to have a positive impact on the society. Therefore, helping the poor is a way of social evangelism. As it goes, my work at ST. Paul Higher Ground Shelter is also a way of evangelism. According to the pope, we should draw practical conclusions to the teachings of the church concerning contingent situations. Also, we should not relegate religion to the innermost shrine of individual life, without influencing the national as well as social life. Pope talks about the inclusion of the poor in the community. He states that as Christians, we have a calling to be God’s tools for the deliverance and elevation of the underprivileged, and for empowering them to be wholly part of the community. This calls for us to be unassuming and attentive to the cries of the lowly and aid them. Therefore, our work at ST. Paul Higher Ground Shelter is a response to our calling by God to help the unfortunate. The church has understood that to listen to this calling is itself conceived of the deliverance acts of grace within the Christians. The Pope writes that "The Church, guided by the Gospel of mercy and by love for mankind, hears the cry for justice and intends to respond to it with all her might" (Francis, 2013).         

Other themes that relate to my experience at ST. Paul Higher Ground Shelter are those presented by Bernard Brady in his essay On the Common Good. The common good is an old component of Catholic doctrine intended to present a clear moral idea that society and associations should be structured in ways that allow people to succeed. Bernard Brady reflects on features that craft these conditions, and the nature of the common good as a moral norm. This principle promotes the growth and fair distribution of resources, and it improves spiritual, aesthetic, as well as moral values. It also assigns responsibility to the community to identify what is needed for people to succeed. According to Bernard Brady, the common good proportionally objectifies moral ideas that appear to be in opposition (Bernard, n.d.). For instance, it is founded on the idea that humans are at first individuals and social creatures. Therefore, they ought to take charge of their development as well as the development of the society. As such, as Christians, we must consent that there is an essential equality of people and that each society must have individual concerns for the welfare of the vulnerable, the powerless, and the poor (Bernard, n.d.). As it is, what we were doing at ST. Paul Higher Ground Shelter was for the common good of the society.      

Reflection

While working at ST. Paul Higher Ground Shelter, many things went through my mind regarding God's plans to humanity, and man's relationship with the society. I was asking myself the reason why God could allow other people to suffer in lack, and yet gift others in abundance. But on looking at it positively, I was able to conclude that God gives us strength and resources so that we can uplift the poor and the desolate. I also felt a personal gratification as I felt that I was impacting lives by offering my services at the center. I felt a greater sense of personal usefulness, moral development, spiritual growth, as well as individual identity. The experience at the institution stimulated a need for personal awareness. I was able to perform a personal inventory and was able to learn several things about myself. For instance, I learned that I have a great interpersonal personality and I can work well with others. As a person, I have always felt that I have a personal responsibility to the society. Also, I used to value social equality and justice. My experience working at ST. Paul Higher Ground Shelter confirmed these values. It is true that as humans, we have a responsibility towards humanity and, therefore, we should always be on the lookout for the well-being of our fellow beings. 

My sense of the community and the sense of service broadened significantly. For instance, I realized that the community is our responsibility, and that service to man is service to God. Also, I learned that the Gospel is not just about our relations with God, but about his kingdom, and because He reigns within us, we should have dignity, peace, and justice in abundance in our society. Also, our deeds in this world reflect our relationship with God. I feel that my actions in the center had some impact. For once, an extra pair of hands ensured that clients were checked in faster. Also, by volunteering, the institution cuts on its operating costs, which is a contribution on my part. The number of the volunteers working for such institutions is still low. I think that people should be mobilized to participate in such programs because it benefits not only the institution but also the volunteer. For the service to God and humanity, people should always be ready to volunteer for the common good of the society. However, for the individuals who may not be able to volunteer their services, they can contribute to the common good through other ways for example materially and financially. All these actions amount to works of mercy as described by Dorothy Day. My take away from this experience comes in several packages. For one, I improved my communication and leadership skills. Secondly, I created connections with community members and with the professionals for learning and career openings. The personal efficiency, leadership skills, as well as the great academic learning will offer me more excellent opportunities in the future, and also the faculty will be satisfied with my learning. Most importantly, my experience would improve my understanding of the class topic, and improve my ability to handle uncertainty and be open to change. Engaging with the community through service learning allows the students to apply in real life, what they are learning in class.    
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