Service Projects Build Community – On Campus and Off

Monday mornings are always busy at Northwest Catholic – but even more so on the first Monday of the month. 

That’s when, amid the normal hustle and bustle of a new school week, the makings of a giant potluck supper miraculously appear in the office of Campus Ministry Director Kristi Gillespie -- the literal and figurative home of Northwest Catholic’s myriad community service activities.

Mike Freund ’10 brings chocolate chip cookies (made with freshly ground cinnamon).
Kate Williamson ’08 can always be counted on for brownies.

Michael Lathrop ’08 and his family are known for their outstanding cakes.

Kaela Paternoster ’09 and Erika Duenas ‘10 pitch in with tons of groceries and paper goods, cutlery and other supplies.

And other students take turns providing side dishes: noodles with cheese sauce; frozen Italian mixed vegetables; tossed salad; bread and real butter.

Meanwhile, at home over the weekend, Mrs. Gillespie and several of her colleagues – usually Claudia Hart and Mark Dodd – prepare about 25-30 pounds of chicken breast, the foundation for “Chicken Catalina,” Northwest Catholic’s signature entrée in the multi-course meal that’s served to about 50 people at the Manna Program soup kitchen at Christ Church Cathedral in Hartford.

“The longer I teach here, the more I realize that we all need to do more to help others,” said science teacher Mark Dodd, explaining why he’s become a “Chicken Catalina” chef.

“The guests get very excited when they see us coming in with the chicken – it’s a very popular dish,” said Mrs. Gillespie, her eyes lighting up.  “They call it the ‘red chicken,’ because of the sauce it’s baked in. They love it when it’s a Northwest Catholic night.”

And although the chicken is part of it, it’s probably not the only reason the NWC night is so popular. When the Northwest Catholic crew is there, smiles abound – from the clients enjoying the meal, of course, but also from the many different members of the Northwest Catholic community who come together for three hours, one Monday a month, in this very well-oiled machine.
“We have our system down to a science,” explained Mrs. Gillespie. After the students’ donations come in on Monday morning (see sidebar), she places a call to Al Masciocchi, father of Kate ’06 and Rebecca ’08, who always stops to pick up anything that’s missing while on his way downtown to help serve the meal. (His son Matthew, a sixth grader at St. Timothy Middle School, comes along to help – he’s known as the “chocolate milk boy,” because he delivers and mixes the sweet powder with milk at each table.)

At about 4:30, Mrs. Gillespie and Ms. Hart retrieve the food from the school refrigerator (where it’s been kept cold), load a school van with supplies and student helpers – some who come every month, some who come whenever they can -- and head to Church Street, where the soup kitchen is located. The Northwest Catholic group prepares the dinner between 5:00 and 6:00pm; serves it at 6pm (restaurant style); and then cleans up, packages and stores any leftovers and heads out, arriving back at school between 7:00-7:15pm.  

The number of helpers varies all the time, Mrs. Gillespie said, but is generally between four and 12. Besides Ms. Hart and Mr. Masciocchi, other helpers may include teachers (like Joan Keating-McKeon, who provides many groceries); coaches (like John Mirabello, who brought his young son to help at the summer meal); alums (like Molly Eastman ’06, Amanda Tremblay ’07, and Kate Flaherty ‘07); and current and alumni parents (like Brian Williamson and Kim Bowen, whose son Dillon is a freshman).

And then there are the current students, of course. “It does take time, but I have time to give,” said Michael Lathrop.
Kaela Paternoster adds that, as someone who feels shy herself, she can understand why a new volunteer might feel nervous or unsure about participating. “I’ve been involved since freshman year, and I still don’t know what to say when I get there!” she admits with a sympathetic smile. “But they help you along. The people there will ask you about yourself, and before you know it, you are talking to people and you feel kind of like you made a new friend.
“It’s one of those things where you just have to put yourself outside your comfort zone,” she continued. “You definitely get back two times as much as you put in.”

“I go to the soup kitchen because I have seen that there is a need to provide this meal, and it is something I am capable of doing,” said Ms. Hart,  chairman of the Math Department.  “Problems like hunger seem so large and insurmountable, but in a small way we can help this group of people.

“I also like seeing a different side of our students as we work side-by-side rather than in a teacher-student relationship, “she continued. “They show leadership and compassion in the work they do.”

Her mother, Kathleen Hart (PP ‘72,’73,’74,’76,’78,’80,’82), participates by helping to underwrite the cost of some of the ingredients in the meal her daughter prepares. “She wanted to be involved,” Ms. Hart said.

“Sam Dusza’s mom came to help out this summer, even though Sam ’07 had graduated,” Mrs. Gillespie said.  “She said she really just enjoyed the camaraderie of our group.”

Teresa Bournique ’84, who has returned to her alma mater as a religion teacher this year, volunteered at the Manna Program in August – just a month after she was hired, and before she’d even met any of her students.

 

“How inspiring it was to receive my first impression of Northwest Catholic High School students and parents in the context of preparing and serving a soup kitchen meal!” said Mrs. Bournique. “The joyful, humble, respectful, and efficient manner of the volunteers that night set the tone for my work in teaching and campus ministry at NWC.”
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