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Outgoing MVSer Emily Claassen and current
volunteer Lindsay Martin. 
Photographer: Ann Graham Price
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Building a future

SAN FRANCISCO (Menonite Mission
Network) -- The way it usually
happens, a congregation obtains its
church building first. The purchase of
the MVS unit comes a little down the
road.

Not so in San Francisco. The
congregation at First Mennonite here
has made a conscious decision to
buy the MVS unit house first. The
church building will have to come at
some future date.

If ever.

In the meantime, the congregation
rents space from a local synagogue
while it works to buy the house
where the five MVS participants stay.

The decision to buy the unit house
first is based in equal parts in
mission and economics.

Mission, because the congregation
started as an MVS unit in 1975 and
has always seen the service program
as a key ministry.

And economics, because the dotcom
boom of a few years ago has
resulted in soaring rents in the area.
Church members realized they would
need to buy the house themselves if
they wanted the unit to continue.

Located in a residential
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Network News
MVSers help transform agencies into forces for neighborhood
change - Thursday, September 21, 2006

SAN FRANCISCO (Mennonite Mission Network) -- Every
weekday morning, Lindsay Martin makes her way down the steep
hill to Market Street, where chic upscale shopping plazas can
quickly give way to run-down, barricaded storefronts. Through
the tunnel that crosses underwater into Oakland across the bay.
Up to the mission-style church where the Catholic organization
she serves in a variety of roles through Mennonite Voluntary
Service quietly takes its stand for peace and nonviolence.

If she didn’t make this daily trek, said Ken Preston-Pile, Martin’s
supervisor and a training co-coordinator for the peace initiative,
Pace e Bene Nonviolence Service might not be able to provide
the range of daily outreach services it offers through workshops,
retreats, a Web site and electronic newsletter.

Because Lindsay has a
direct hand in each of these
services, she has the

satisfaction of knowing her work is vital in keeping this small
organization working.

Not a bad gig for a twentysomething college graduate from Salem,
Ore., looking for adventure in the big city and meaningful work that will
make a real difference.

And for small nonprofits such as Pace e Bene that operate on tight
shoestring budgets, the volunteer services provided by the Mennonite
Voluntary Service participants who live and serve at the San Francisco
unit house are an essential resource.

Local organizers say they bring much-needed skills and energy to
agencies that can't always afford to hire staff. Often volunteers choose
to stay on, which helps bring stability and cohesiveness to many grass-
roots organizations.

“I can’t say enough about how amazing Lindsay is,” said Ken Preston-
Pile, Martin’s supervisor and training co-coordinator with Pace e Bene,
which is named for a greeting associated with St. Francis of Assisi. The
Italian words mean "peace and all good," and according to Preston-
Pile, it’s a greeting that is still widely used to convey the deep peace of
God.

The organization's workshops, training efforts and retreats are based on
a curriculum, From Violence to Wholeness, that looks at violence at
many different levels: within ourselves, interpersonal violence, and
societal and international violence.

“Lindsay has so many gifts and talents,” Preston-Pile said. “She has
excellent people skills. And she’s always teaching us how to do things
on computers.”
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neighborhood of San Francisco in
the center of the city, the unit house
is modest by local standards. There
are five spacious bedrooms, plus a
sitting room, a shower, tub and sink,
and a kitchen. Out back is a small
garden where the MVSers grow
vegetables and flowers.

Local MVS coordinator Russ
Schmidt and other church members
donate their time to maintain the
house in working order. Furnishings
and décor are spartanly simple, and
the only heat comes from a small
radiator in the central hallway.
During the city’s frequently chilly
nights, residents huddle under
blankets.

But in one of the nation’s most
expensive places to live, even a
simple home is not cheap. The
church has set up a capital
campaign to raise funds for the
purchase. The campaign has moved
into the second phase, with a goal of
finalizing the purchase and assuming
full  ownership. Still, Schmidt said,
there’s a long way to go toward
reaching that goal.

“MVS is something we’ve been
committed to for a long time,” said
fellow church member Ruth Suter.
“We’re building a future – a safe
place where people can explore
leadership.”

For more information on the capital
campaign, visit the congregation’s
Web site at http://menno.org

Ann Graham Price

As a graduate of Eastern Mennonite University with a major in justice,
peace and conflict studies, Martin is well-suited to her assignment. It
also helps greatly that she is in her second year of voluntary service.
With a year of experience under her belt, she can take on new
responsibilities, and Pace e Bene will not need to train a new volunteer
to learn the skills she learned last year.

“If I’m away, I know the office is going to run,” Preston-Pile said.

Part office manager, part training assistant, each day Lindsay updates
the office’s Web site with new stories relating to nonviolence around the
world, then e-mails a newsletter to containing those stories to more
than 2,000 people.

“We just got the site in February,” she said. “We’re trying to find ways to
drive people to our Web site beyond the Pace e Bene audience.”

Perhaps most significantly, with the expertise she gained her first year,
Martin has already led a number of the center’s workshops that form
the core of its outreach into the community.

Currently Martin is coordinating a college workshop project aimed at
getting students interested in Pace e Bene’s programs.

“We’re trying to increase the use of our [program] books in college
curricula,” Martin said. “Most people who are interested in what we do
are older. We want to spark people’s interest when they’re younger.”

Apparently she’s found a formula that’s successful. When she
presented a workshop on a college campus recently, 80 people
attended. The course description mentioning nonviolence and Gandhi
was probably what drew them in, she said.

In making her presentations on college campuses, she has two goals:
1. Trying to engage professors and students in Pace e Bene’s
programs
2. Trying to determine how to tailor the training to their needs.

“It’s amazing what she’s learned in a year,” Preston-Pile said. “If we
didn’t have Lindsay, we would have to hire staff or pay someone a high hourly rate to do what she does.” For
small agencies with limited budgets, such staffing would be impossible.

According to local organizers, the MVS volunteers provide the youthful energy and human power needed to
get the work done. But just as important are the benefits they bring that are not so immediately apparent.
Those are the benefits to their organizations and the surrounding neighborhoods that unfold over time.

For example, the participants often help to bring cohesiveness and permanence to loosely organized,
scattered efforts led by a few individuals with strong vision but limited resources. According to Russ Schmidt,
local MVS coordinator and a member of First Mennonite Church in San Francisco, the MVSers’ presence
has often transformed these “somewhat transient” efforts into highly effective social-service agencies within
their neighborhoods.

 “Adding MVSers has made many of these struggling agencies real forces for neighborhood change,”
Schmidt said. “They provide the vision and the personnel to establish something more permanent.”

Many former MVSers have parlayed their service assignments into salaried positions, meeting a need for
qualified professionals for those positions making long-term commitments to the city. About 15 percent of the
congregation consists of former San Francisco MVSers, according to pastor Sheri Hostetler. Several of them
are currently employed in jobs that grew out of their MVS assignments.

Many of those will eventually move on to leadership positions in service jobs and churches elsewhere around
the country. But for the congregation at First Mennonite, that’s all part of the plan.

“We recognize that we are training young adults for leadership,” Hostetler said. “That’s been a meaningful
thing for us. We have identified the development of young leaders as one of our key ministries and, as a sign
of this passion, we decided five years ago to purchase our MVS unit house, instead of buying a church
building for ourselves. (See sidebar.)
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“We see the MVSers at the unit house as our hands in the city, bringing help and healing to a city in
desperate need,” Hostetler said. “Eventually they move on and become the yeast in the bread in [many]
different places.”

And that, she said, is precisely what MVS is supposed to be all about.

Ann Graham Price
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