
 

NYC Street Retreat 
By Jennifer Wilder, VM El Salvador, 2008-2010 

opposes injustice. I can facilitate a Bible study that will 
call you to action for justice, tell you stories about the 
ecclesial base communities, and tell you of my own 
journey to more deeply understand the ways that both faith 
and injustice compel my life. But I needed to feel it:  the 
connectedness between my life, God, poverty, and the 
struggle to eradicate poverty. Without that deep authentic 
feeling of connectedness, one can work in poor rural 
communities in El Salvador, read the Scripture in Old 
Testament class, have an understanding of God who cares 
for the poor, work to build a social movement led by the 
poor to end poverty, work for policy change in New York 
that will give workers fair wages, and have a spiritual 
practice that are all good but disjointed. Thus, the retreat 
was part of an on-going journey to develop a spirituality 
that encompasses all these core aspects of my being and 
my purpose. 
 

“ I’m a courier and I do what they tell me, from here to 

(Continued on page 2) 

Jennifer Wilder is a VMM missioner who returned this 
July after two years of work with youth in the ecclesial 
based communities of El Salvador.  She currently lives 
in New York City and is a Master of Divinity student at 
Union Theological Seminary and works for the Micah 
Institute, Living Wage NYC, and Poverty Initiative. 
 
Monique 
She is Monique. I noticed her sleeping as we entered the 
church for Saturday morning breakfast and a warm 
respite after a cold night sleeping under some water 
pipes. 
 
She is Monique. After breakfast, we encountered her 
pushing her heavy, oversized cart, like those used at 
hardware stores to transport lumber. The cart’s wheels 
had not been oiled in generations, so as fingernails 
scratched a chalkboard, she slowly made her way, 
pushing uphill toward Central Park. The load was too 
heavy, an insurmountable burden for the homeless, 
elderly woman. 
 
She is Monique. Her sweatshirt told her story. Faded 
dark blue, it was partially hidden underneath a coat; 
part of “dressing in layers” that I never fully 
understood until sleeping on the New York streets on a 
chilly October weekend. On the faded sweatshirt were 
splotches of color, overlapping and interconnected:  a 
splatter here and a brushstroke or a fingerprint there, as 
though she had cleaned off the excess paint on her own 
garment. Itself a unique work of art, her sweatshirt also 
told of the hundreds of times this artist had painted:  
pouring out her vivid imagination, keen appreciation of 
color, and reflections on her life’s experiences onto her 
makeshift canvasses.  
Monique is an important image I carry with me from my 
retreat on the streets of New York City. The painting of 
colorful splotches on her sweatshirt, each stroke unique 
and spontaneous, but nevertheless approaching inter-
connectedness is a vivid symbol for my reason for doing 
the Street Retreat. You see, I know about structural 
causes of poverty, oppression, and marginalization in the 
United States and in Latin America. I also know God, or 
an ultimate force, that wants abundant life for all and 
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Man in front of vacant building in NYC:  potential 
homes-without-people for people-without-homes  (photo 
by A. Jesse Jiryu Davis, emptysquare.net). 
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there all over the city carrying their 
important mail, but I just get 
minimum wage. You can’t get by in 
the city at $7.25 an hour—that’s 
why I’m out here on the streets.” -
Patrick 
 
“This is the first time I’ve had to be 
out here. Winter’s coming, and I 
won’t make it through. I don’t know 
what I’ll do.” -Marilyn 

 
The Generosity of the Streets 
I wish I could have had a pen and 
paper to remember more of what they 
shared with me over soup-kitchen meals. But no. I didn’t 
have anything but a blanket and a water bottle. For four 
days, I participated in a Street Retreat, living without 
resources on the streets and incorporating reflection, 
prayers, and meditation. We weren’t "just pretending to 
be homeless for the weekend,” nor did I do the retreat just 
to "feel what it is like to be poor." Rather, as the retreat 
leaders explained:  "We don't say we're homeless; we're 
simply living on the streets for several days, relying on 
the generosity of the streets to take care of us.” 
 
The “generosity of the streets” provided a variety of 
experiences in which I “felt” very deeply, opening further 
possibility for the spiritual connectedness between my 
passion and work to end poverty and my faith in a Creator 
who wants abundant life for all creation. I felt the shame 
as I begged near the entrance to Central Park and watched 
the faces of those who passed. I felt deeply why I am 
passionate about my work with the campaign for a Living 
Wage in New York City as I listened to the stories of 
those who cannot escape the streets receiving only the 
minimum wage. Sharing day-old sandwiches and 
conversing in Spanish, I felt the desperation of many 
Latin Americans on this side of the border. The United 
States: a dream of many who have no better options can 
quickly turn into a nightmare.   
 
By our third night on the otherwise frigid streets, I felt 
welcomed into the community who has to frequent the 
homeless services, reminding me that interconnectedness 
and community are as important as your next meal. I felt 
the compassion of those volunteering at churches and 
missions, wondering if we couldn’t eliminate the need for 
soup kitchens if we could channel such compassion into 
efforts to change the unjust structures that creates 
homelessness. I felt the cold that reminded me why with 
the Poverty Initiative here at Union Theological Seminary 
we work to eradicate the inhumane reality of housing in 
New York City:  that there are more unoccupied living 

(Continued from page 1) spaces in heated buildings than 
homeless people outside during the 
freezing winters.  
 
The streets of New York City:  a far 
ways from Morazán, El Salvador, 
2,048 miles away to be exact. Three 
months and 2,048 miles “removed” 
from my life and work with young 
adul ts in the ecclesial  base 
communities of El Salvador. But my 
work to eradicate poverty and injustice 
goes on, inspired by the commitments 
and experiences I carry with me from 
El Salvador and by the very spirituality 

and commitment nurtured by my retreat on the streets: 
 
Let us forever remember the causes of suffering, 
Let us forever believe in the end of suffering. 
May we always have the courage to bear witness, 
To see ourselves as Other and Other as ourselves. 
(Gate of Sweet Nectar liturgy, Street Retreat, Zen 
Peacekeepers, 2010)  
What’s Next For Me: 
¨ Continued Master of Divinity studies at Union 

Theological Seminary, NYC 
¨ Poverty Scholars Program Strategic Dialogue for 

leaders of poor people’s organizations working to 
reignite Martin Luther King Jr.’s Poor People’s 
Campaign, New York City, November 11-14, 2010 

¨ March of hundreds of clergy to NYC City Council to 
deliver thousands of appeals for city council members 
to support the Fair Wages for New Yorkers Act, 
November 17, 2010 

¨ Close the School of the Americas Vigil, Fort 
Benning, GA, November 18-21, 2010 

¨ Work with Union 
Theological Seminary’s 
Poverty Initiative to 
i n c o r p o r a t e  t h e 
exemplary life and 
teachings of Archbishop 
Oscar Romero, martyr 
of El Salvador, into our 
ongoing efforts to build 
a social movement to 
end poverty, led by the 
poor 

 
Once a missioner, always a 
missioner!��� �  
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A splatter here and a 
brushstroke or a fingerprint 
there (picture by 
madebyCrod.com). 

Blanket, bottle, and the street — the only 
possessions allowed on Jennifer’s four-
day retreat. 
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places (Amanda and Greta). The change in lifestyle was 
something else I struggled with, in that I could no longer 
chat with neighbors from my porch, buy fresh fruit from 
the street vendors, or take a bus anywhere in the city for 
12 cents. It was hard to envision “living simply” and in 
solidarity with the poor from my house in suburban 
Maryland. I wasn’t sure how to begin incorporating the 
values of community, solidarity, and intentional living 
into my life and relationships at home. 
 
Reintegration  
My search started at home by reconnecting with my 
family, and slowly but surely, has led me towards many 
life giving relationships and a deeper sense of integration 
with my own community here in the DC area. My first 
months at home were challenging, for both me and my 
family. Aside from feeling tired and wanting to be alone 
for much of the time, I went through a “cleansing” frenzy, 
where I rid my room and my house of many books, 
clothes, papers, and gadgets that at one time had seemed 
important, but suddenly felt excessive (thank you mom 
for being so patient with me!!). 
 
However, I eventually settled and was able to start the 
process of reconnecting with family and friends. I found a 
new parish that spoke to my heart… a multicultural 
church run by Franciscan priests with a lively choir and 
focus on social justice. I joined a Pax-Christi group, 
where I met many other like-minded young adults 
interested in reflecting and supporting one another in our 

(Continued on page 10) 

A Story of Transition 
By Christine Ruppert, VM Nicaragua, 2007-2009 

Christine Ruppert is a returned volunteer missioner from 
Nicaragua (2007-2009). She is currently working at 
Mary’s Center in Washington DC. 
 
Returning Home 
I knew my transition back to life in the U.S. after living in 
Nicaragua for two years was going to be a challenge. For 
starters, my blood seemed to be much thinner. It probably 
wasn’t a good idea to have left the 85 degree weather of 
Managua in November (my idea of perfection) to come 
home to Washington DC in the dead of the worst winter 
on record in decades. As I cleared the 3.5 feet snow drifts 
off my sidewalk, I remember thinking I should have 
waited until April to make the trip home! But there were 
bigger hurdles to cross. Where would I find work? What 
do I dedicate myself to now? Where can I find a sense of 
community? How do I begin to process my time in 
Nicaragua and share my experiences with people at 
home? 
 
For the past 11 months, the time I have been home from 
Nicaragua, I have been in the process of finding answers 
to these questions. A big hurdle for me was in accepting 
the loss I felt as I left my home and place of work in 
Nicaragua. I, along with another VMM volunteer Laura 
Hopps, had spent two years at the Centro Cultural 
Batahola Norte (CCBN), helping to develop a new 
volunteer program – Friends of Batahola Volunteers. 
There were many sad goodbyes as I parted ways from my 
English students, the women’s sewing collective I had 
been accompanying, youth from the Center, 
neighborhood children, friends, Center staff, and the two 
new VMM missioners that we had recruited to take our 

The General Cooking class offered by the CCBN, which 
Christine (far right) participated in during her second 
volunteer year. 

CCBN’s women’s sewing collective. 



 

Executive Director’s Report 
By Julia Pagenkopf 
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Batahola Norte in Managua, Nicaragua, including 
teaching English, accompanying a youth group, and 
assisting a women’s quilting organization. 
 
Danny had completed his second two-year term in July, 
but decided he had to remain for another six months in 
order to recruit a new director for VMM and strengthen 
the Open School Program that he helped to develop at 
Maria Madre de los Pobres Parish. Laura continued her 
advocacy and delegation work with the SHARE 
Foundation, and delivered a beautiful healthy boy, 
Alejandro. Jennifer and Danielle both ended their two-
years of service. Danielle has chosen to remain in El 
Salvador and will be teaching English and contracting 
with various NGOs to facilitate their delegations. Before 
she returned to the U.S., Jennifer had a wonderful few 
weeks in South America visiting ecclesial based 
communities and various liberadora parishes, as well as 
visiting the Landless Worker Movement. She went to 
Panama, Venezuela, and Colombia. Jennifer is now back 
in the States, attending the Union Theological Seminary 
on a scholarship. 
 
Our vision is to slowly, but surely, expand VMM’s 
outreach and accompaniment in Central America by 
recruiting and sending more missioners every year. That 
takes resources (more about that on page 6!). But we have 
faith in God’s abundance and in your care and 
commitment to VMM and our missioners. We feel 
blessed that we have been able to touch the lives of so 
many…and YOU make it possible. On behalf of the 
VMM board, staff, missioners, and partners…thank you! 
~Julia ��� �  
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VMM’s Current Project Partners  

Guatemala: Capacitacion en Produccion Agropecuaria 
para la Zona (CAPAZ) 
 

El Salvador:  The SHARE Foundation, Maria Madre 
de los Pobres Parish, Passionist Social Services 
(SSPAS), Centro Hogar Alfonso Acevedo Education 
Center (ANADES), Colectivo CEIBA, Oikos 
Solidaridad 
 

Nicaragua: Centro Cultrual Batahola Norte (CCBN) 

The Spirit and Lifestyle of VMM is alive and well in the 
world, thanks to your generous help and support, and above 
all, your faithful commitment to Mission. It has been a few 
years since we officially issued an annual report, but we feel 
it is time. VMM has come quite a distance in the last decade 
– some years have been good and some have not been so 
good. But the last three years have generally been very 
strong years for VMM – both financially, and in the number 
of missioners we have had in Central America. In the 2010 
fiscal year, we had 11 missioners  -  the most we have had 
since 2003. 
 
Out total revenue was $275,901, compared to $258,099 the 
previous year. Expenses in the 2010 fiscal year totaled 
$276,247, compared to $246,950 the previous year. So we 
had a very slight loss of ($346), compared to a net gain of 
$10,837 the previous year. Giving from individuals was up 
16%, truly a wonderful sign of your continuing faith in 
VMM, especially in light of the difficult economic 
environment. 
 
Last year, it was VMM’s good fortune to hire Stephen as 
our first Central American Mission Coordinator in many 
years. He has spent his first six months visiting all of the 
missioners and Project Partners, arranging meetings and get-
togethers, welcoming and orienting new missioners, and 
creating a true VMM community in Central America. Also 
last year, we began supporting Pieter in Guatemala and his 
organization, CAPAZ, A.C. (Capacitacion en Produccion 
Agropecuaria para la Zona), a unique and innovative 
livestock training program for Mayan farmers. Maggie 
joined VMM and is working with a new Project Partner – 
Passionist Social Services in Mejicanos, one of the poorest 
barrios of San Salvador. David and Nancy Slinde have 
settled in Concepcion Batres, near Usulatan, and are also 
working with several new Project Partners – OIKOS 
Solidaridad, and teaching English in three communities 
associated with the Lutheran Church. Amanda and Greta 
continued their many activities at the Centro Cultural 
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faith and desire to live simply. These were small steps 
towards re-constructing community and support systems 
that would help me feel “at home” again. However, I still 
felt a need for deeper, more meaningful integration into 
my community. I was ready to find a job! Lucky for me, 
God seemed to have a place in mind – a place that has 
helped me connect my experiences in Nicaragua to my 
new life here in the U.S. 
 
Mary’s Center 
Working with women in the Centro Cultural Batahola 
Norte had helped me realize how empowering education, 
as well as emotional support, can be for women. I met 
many women who had told me about how taking a class 
in sewing or cooking at the Center had transformed their 
concept of self, giving them more confidence in their 
lives. I knew I wanted to contribute to an organization 
that had a similar impact on women’s lives. I found such 
a place in Mary’s Center, a community health clinic in 
Washington DC that serves primarily low-income 
immigrant families. 
 
At first, I was nervous to accept a position where I would 
be working with children and infants, not having much 
experience with small children, and having a huge 
aversion to dirty diapers and vomit. But six months into 
the job, I am becoming more and more comfortable and a 
lot more playful than I thought possible. In my position as 
a Home Visitor, I visit the houses of high-risk pregnant 
and new mothers, providing them information on child 
development as well as helping them to access different 
resources in the city, such as Food Stamps, medical 
insurance, housing resources, etc. One of my favorite 
parts of the job is bringing activities to families that help 
promote attachment and positive interaction between 
mothers and their babies. I show families how to make 
homemade toys, and how positive play affects the 

(Continued from page 3) development of children. Many mothers I work with, 
despite rarely being given much affection as children, are 
eager to give their children a better childhood. 
 
Most of the mothers in our program are immigrants from 
Central America. Many of them have suffered trauma due 
to war (such as the contra war in Nicaragua during the 
1980’s), gang violence, domestic violence, or violence 
suffered while crossing the border into the U.S. Working 
with these women has taught me much about the reality 
of immigrant families here in the U.S. All the families I 
work with suffer from financial hardship, speak little to 
no English, and live in relative isolation without networks 
of support. Yet, I have been impressed with their 
resilience and resourcefulness in caring for their children. 
The Cultural Center in Nicaragua helps women through 
sewing or natural medicine classes to improve their self 
esteem and independence. In a similar way, Mary 
Center’s home visiting program supports new mothers in 
the challenges they face. The emotional support from 
knowing they have someone to talk with and ask 
questions of, along with the resources and information 
provided, helps new mothers to navigate confusing 
systems and provide for their new baby’s needs. 
 
Feeling Home Again 
I have enjoyed both getting to know the families and 
seeing their confidence grow as they begin to engage 
more with the community and the services it has to offer. 
Many of them have expressed how grateful they are for 
our home visiting program, and how the support it 
provides helps them be better equipped as parents. 
However, as much as I have been instrumental in 
orienting them to their surroundings, they have been 
instrumental in making me feel at home again in mine. 
Although I miss Nicaragua daily, I am thankful to be 
using the experiences I gained there in order to make a 
positive contribution to my own community. I am 
extremely thankful for all the support that VMM has 
provided me over the past three years, as a missioner, as 
well as throughout my transition process. ��� �  
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VM’s Amanda, Christine, Laura, and Greta, with 
Ansony, a youth from the CCBN. 

Centro 
Cultural 
Batahola 

Norte 
participants 

performing a 
dance they 
learned at 

the Center. 
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Named in honor of Edwina Gateley,  
who founded VMM, this special society 
recognizes those who have made future 

provisions for VMM in their estate plans, in 
any form or amount.  

 
These individuals are rooted in VMM’s 

mission and wish to leave a legacy, ensuring 
that VMM continues to serve those most in 

need in our world for years to come.  

�����������	
���
�����������	
���
�����������	
���
�����������	
���
����
¨ Sharing in the ministry of VMM and our 

missioners 
¨ Receipt of a Membership certificate 
¨ Special communications from VMM 

and Edwina including a signed copy of 
one of her books 

¨ Remembrance in prayer by VMM 
missioners at their annual retreat and 
monthly gatherings 

¨ Recognition as an honorary guest at 
VMM’s bi-annual Assembly 
membership gathering  

 
 

If you’ve left VMM in your will or are 
interested in learning more about making a 

planned gift (such as a charitable gift 
annuity, charitable remainder trust, donor-
advised fund gift, appreciate stock or other 

assets), please contact Kat at  
(414) 423-8660 or kat@vmmusa.org.  

Thank you. 
To put it simply, we would not be able to continue to serve the world's poor without your 

support. We realize this economy has been tough on so many and that's why your support 
means even more to us. Whether you donate once a year, every month, have left us in your 

will, or sponsor one of our many wonderful missioners --  
every dollar you give DOES make a big difference. 

  
On behalf of our board of directors, staff, missioners, and the people they serve, we extend 

a heartfelt "thank you" to all of you. Our prayers are for and with you. Your donations and 
prayers make our work possible and make you an integral part of the movement and family 

that is VMM. God bless you. Much peace and love this holiday season. 
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VMM Giving Circles 

The many gifts that we receive are a result of 
generous individuals, religious communities, 
foundations and organizations who believe in the 
mission of VMM and in the works of our 
missioners. These annual gifts provide VMM the 
opportunities to do great things in our world, right 
now. We want to recognize these gifts and so 
VMM’s staff and board members have created the 
following giving levels.  
 

       $5,000 or more…………..Romero Circle 
       $3,000-$4,999……………Justice Circle 
       $1,000-$2,999……………Peacemaker Circle 
       $250-$999………………..Compassion Circle 
       $40-$249…………………Missioner Circle 
       $1-$39 
 

Names will not be listed in this year’s annual 
report, but we plan to list the names of all of our 
donors in next year’s publication. If you do not 
wish to have your name published in next year’s 
annual report (for any gifts you give from July 1, 
2010 – June 30, 2011), please let us know. VMM 
strives to maintain the privacy of our donors should 
you choose that your gift(s) remain anonymous. 

Lifetime Giving Circles 
We have created two Lifetime Giving Levels for 
those donors who are intimately connected to 
VMM. The Spirit & Lifestyle Circle  includes 
those donors who support our mission by 
generously making gifts totaling $25,000 or more 
during their association with the Volunteer 
Missionary Movement. The Edwina Gateley 
Legacy Circle is named in honor of Edwina 
Gateley, who founded VMM, and recognizes those 
who have made future provisions for VMM in their 
estate plans, in any form.  
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Spirit and Lifestyle 

The path of Jesus 
which we freely choose to follow 

has no trace  
of glory or honor or pomp. 

 
It calls for a confidence of faith 

And looks for nothing 
Beyond that. 

  
We are aware 

that through our service,  
we receive far more  

than we are able to give . 

 
This spirit of poverty 
makes itself available 
as fertile ground open 
to whatever fruit God 

wishes to plant. 
We may never see 

the results of our work. 
If we truly follow 
the way of Christ, 

we will find the cross 
as well as the Resurrection. 

 
 

This is a continuing excerpt from “Spirit and Lifestyle”  by Edwina Gateley 
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Save postage & paper - donate online at www.vmmusa.org/donatenow.html 


