
CCocooned in a washed-out quilt,  
he reclines on a cement park bench, 
ripening tomatoes lined up on a ledge 
to his right. 

Singing the blues in a soulful Macy 
Gray voice, she sashays down West 
25th Street. 

Unfolding from a fetal curl, he pushes 
upright from his wooden park bench.

Meet Federico. Meet April. Meet Bill.

Invisible in plain sight, Cleveland’s homeless have 
fallen from the fraying fringe of society. To an outsid-
er, they smell like yesterday’s flat beer, unwashed laun-
dry and campground port-o-potty. They’re shunned 
like 12th century lepers, yet they have become friends 
with members of the Labre Ministry.  

He studied criminal justice at 
Cuyahoga Community College so he 
could spend days inside where it was 
warm. A recent Tri-C graduate, he is 
searching for security work to perma-
nently get off the streets.

Hired to dress as Spiderman, he 
paces outside a cell phone store, 
drawing attention to the retailer.

He travels to southern suburbs to help 
train horses, now sober for 43 weeks. 

Meet Tyrone. Meet Dave. Meet Charlie.

Shaven, showered, dressed in clean clothes, one 
might see them. But their homelessness cannot be seen.

Saint Ignatius students meet Federico, April, Bill, 
Tyrone, Dave, Charlie and so many others when they 
volunteer for the Labre Ministry.

It began one cold night in January 2002 when the-
ology teacher James Skerl ’74 and Arrupe Director 
Tim Grady ’95 drove two students – Bryan Norton, 
n.S.J., ’03 and Bob Snyderburn ’03 – around the city 
in search of homeless people. Instead of relaxing at 
the end of their holiday break, the four had chosen to 
prepare peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches and hot 
chocolate to share with those they might encounter.

They had hoped they wouldn’t find anyone. 
Instead, they met Shorty, Ron and others who were 
living a meager existence on the streets. Through food 
and conversations, friendships developed and the 
Labre Ministry was born – named after 18th century 
St. Benedict Joseph Labre, patron of the lost and 
homeless. The ministry will celebrate its 312th con-
secutive night on Jan. 4, 2009 with an annual Mass in 
St. Mary’s Chapel.

Labre preparation is the same every Sunday eve-
ning. Student volunteers bag dinners and stock blan-
kets, socks, hygiene kits and batteries in the back of 
three school vans. Following established routes, they 
deliver food and comfort to nearly 90 people each 
week. In six years, more than 2,000 students have 
traded their Sunday evenings to visit with the city’s 
homeless. These gestures imitate the Corporal Works 
of Mercy: sharing food with the hungry, offering drink 
to the thirsty and giving clothes to those in need.

Quickly the students learn that food is an excuse 
for the visits. “We hope to make a spiritual connec-
tion with people,” Skerl explains.

An Unlikely Gift 
A Labre evening starts at 6 p.m. with kitchen duty. 
Surrounded by stainless steel counters and appliances, 
Labre volunteers quarter oranges, simmer hot dogs, 
pack pizza and fill coolers with ice water. Brooms and 
rags erase the evidence of 45-minute crash catering.

The group then gathers in St. Mary’s Chapel. Skerl, 
in a “Cats in the Flats” T-shirt and faded jeans, is brief 
and pointed in his reflection. 

“Tonight, you’ll receive a gift … the wounds of 
Christ,” he says. “You’ll enter into others’ suffering so 
they will know they’re not alone.” 

“After you touch the wounds of  
those in the city tonight, there’s 
no looking back,” Skerl says. 
“Cleveland will never look the 
same again.” 

Skerl is partly right. 
The world will never 
look the same again. 

Touching the 
wounds – the pain 
– of others is 
a metaphori-
cal touch. It’s 
like an electrical 
charge passing energy 
from one human to another. 

After a brief prayer service 
in front of the Tabernacle, the 
volunteers climb into three vans. 

“After you touch the wounds of those in the city 
tonight, there’s no looking bAck. clevelAnd will never 
look the sAme AgAin.” 

– James Skerl ’74, theology teacher and co-founder of the Labre Ministry

While many shun Cleveland’s homeless, 
Labre Ministry volunteers embrace them

By Paris Wolfe
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but they’re like other people. They have families and 
hopes and feelings. Homeless people aren’t that dif-
ferent from us.”

Walters has been out 20-plus Sunday nights. His 
epiphany: “I’ve been able to eliminate stereotypes that 
a lot of people hold about people in poverty. When 
you eliminate stereotypes you begin to understand 
that everyone on earth is really connected, that we’re 
all the same. That we do have a special bond in com-
mon, that we deserve the same rights and dignity. If 
you eliminate stereotypes, it makes you more open to 
sharing with other people and getting to know them.”

Outside the upscale Stonebridge Waterfront Apart-
ments, street stories rival John Steinbeck’s early novels 
of despair. Rough family life, bad health, tough breaks. 

Admittedly, there are signs of unaddressed sub-
stance abuse, mental health issues and physical 
challenges combined with the lack of a strong sup-
port network. Still, when one reviews the statistics, 
homeless people don’t have the weaknesses many 
assume. For the record, the Cuyahoga County Office 
of Homeless Services estimates that 70 percent are 
not mentally ill, and 60 percent are not chemically 
dependent.

A man with a backpack – a new millennium hobo 
– talks about his travels. Another man looks as if 
someone sprayed fine soil over his skin. He needs 
medical care and a haircut. 

Skerl gently probes into the medical condition 
of the second man and tells him about community 
resources that can help.

“The impact of loneliness is underestimated,”  
Skerl says.

John T. Cacioppo’s book, Loneliness: Human Nature 
and the Need for Social Connection, supports Skerl’s 

Tony’s Comeback By	Paris	Wolfe

i
n	the	1960s,	pre-teen	tony	first	played	in	his	east	26th	street	yard.	in	
the	1970s,	he	graduated	from	east	high	school.	in	the	1990s,	he	mar-
ried	and	had	a	job	packing	engine	blocks	for	Godfrey	&	Wing,	now	in	
Warrensville	heights.

	then	life	as	he	knew	it	collapsed.	first’s	job	moved	to	the	suburbs	with-
out	him.	he	couldn’t	pay	bills.	his	marriage	fell	apart	–	a	devastating	blow.	
and	he	couldn’t	find	work	because	cleveland’s	factory	jobs	were	drying	up	
or	going	abroad.	in	a	post-industrial	world,	first	had	become	obsolete.		

he	tumbled	into	depression.	in	2000,	first	and	his	five	kittens	found	
themselves	homeless.	“i	raised	them,	but	i	had	to	let	the	kittens	go.	it	kind	
of	tore	me	up,”	he	says.

the	strong	but	gentle	50-year-old	openly	shares	his	street	life.	“i	was	so	
scared	the	first	night,	i	was	crying,”	he	says.	“i	was	scared	of	being	in	shel-
ters	because	people	there	steal	or	start	fights.”

he	slept	in	a	tent	near	scranton	road	until	kids	attacked	him.	then	he	
moved	under	a	bridge	near	cleveland	Browns	stadium.

during	the	day,	he	would	spend	time	near	the	old	stone	church	on	Public	
square	or	in	the	cleveland	Public	Library.	“i’d	read	books	about	birds	and	
fishing	to	keep	my	mind	off	the	weather,”	he	says.

after	finding	hospitality	and	comfort	at	st.	Paul’s	
community	church	in	ohio	city,	first	became	a	volun-
teer	there.	“i	just	did	it	[helped]	because	that	was	the	
way	i	was	brought	up,”	he	says.	

five	years	ago,	Labre	ministry	volunteers	met	first	at	
the	cleveland	convention	center	where	he	was	living	
under	a	building	overhang.	a	mutual	friendship	devel-
oped.	two	years	later,	first	asked	for	help	getting	off	the	
streets	because	he	couldn’t	endure	another	winter	out-
side.	Labre	ministry	volunteers	felt	compelled	to	help.

tim	Grady	’95	says	that	a	transition	from	street	life	
requires	a	personal	approach:	“Providing	a	home	and	job	isn’t	necessarily	
the	final	answer.	you	need	to	walk	with	that	person	in	friendship.”	

first’s	request	led	the	Labre	ministry	to	develop	a	partnership	with	fr.	
robert	Welsh,	s.J.,	’54,	rector	of	the	Jesuit	community,	and	Jim	schlecht,	
an	outreach	worker	with	care	alliance.	together,	they	initiated	a	pilot	pro-
gram	called	“stepping	stone.”

the	program	provides	qualified,	trustworthy	individuals	with	the	oppor-
tunity	to	demonstrate	their	capacity	for	employment.	these	individuals	are	
then	referred	to	employers	who	have	partnered	with	the	school.	the	pro-
gram	requires	that	job	candidates	pass	background	checks.	Working	with	
one	candidate	at	a	time,	the	program,	to	date,	has	helped	five	homeless	
individuals	find	work.

stepping	stone	candidates	are	eased	into	work,	initially	volunteer-
ing	at	arrupe	house.	“once	they	saw	i	was	a	good	worker,	they	got	me	
a	job,”	first	recalls.	a	couple	years	ago,	he	began	working	for	reliable	
maintenance	services,	a	cleaning	service	the	school	uses.
“i	like	it.	the	kids	are	great.	i	get	my	work	done,	and	then	i	go	home,	eat,	

listen	to	the	radio	and	sleep.”	he	adds,	“i	like	movies	from	the	’40s,	’50s,	
’60s	and	’70s.	‘the	Wizard	of	oz’	is	my	favorite	movie.”	

Linda	Garmback,	reliable’s	on-site	cleaning	manager,	calls	first	a	dedi-
cated	employee.	“he’s	a	team	player.	he	is	always	willing	to	help	out	and	
work	overtime	when	needed.”

Knowing	his	fondness	for	animals,	when	Garmback’s	cat	had	kittens,	she	
gave	first	the	one	she	named	tippy.	the	black	kitten	with	a	white-tipped	tail	
enjoys	the	warmth	of	first’s	small	apartment.

Not	wanting	to	forget	his	past,	first	is	back	on	the	streets	most	sunday	
nights.	a	Labre	ministry	volunteer,	he	is	now	sharing	food	and	offering	hope	
to	those	hungering	for	a	personal	connection.

labre

The first van drops into the Flats, an area along 
the Cuyahoga River that’s evolved from industry to 
entertainment and is again ready for reinvention. The 

second van starts in the shadows of Public 
Square’s office buildings and heads to East 
55th Street. Ed Plaspohl, father of Michael 
’06, heads west in the third van with his young 
men, finding people in doorways, alleys and 
under bridges from Tremont and Ohio City  
to West 65th Street. Each van route has its 
own personality.

Tonight they’ll serve about 90 people. 
That’s about 5 percent of those sleeping on 
Cleveland’s streets or in abandoned build-
ings and just 2.3 percent of the known home-
less. These are the latest numbers from the 
Northeast Ohio Coalition for the Homeless, 
but with a mobile obscure group, exact num-
bers are hard to come by.

first stop: A West 25th pArk BenCh  
“What’s happening man?” asks Alexander, munching 
on dinner while ripping into the Cleveland Browns for 
losing to the Baltimore Ravens.

His buddy Teddy is more aggressive. “Tell Romeo 
to get out of this town.” Even though Teddy has prob-
ably never attended an Ignatius football game, he 
declares that the Wildcats could take the Browns.  

Labre visits are respectful: eye contact, hand- 
shakes or hugs, introductions, conversations. Students  
distribute food and ice water, offering ketchup,  
mustard and refills before loading up and making 
their way to the next stop – north toward the lake  
and public housing.

Mel shakes hands, offers hugs and leads the volun-
teers to his camp. His square of real estate – a corner 

deep under a bridge support – keeps out wind, rain, 
sleet and snow. Mounds of dirty blankets mark the 
campsites of his bridge-dwelling neighbors.

Mel’s visit is interrupted.
“’Cause I was made to love him, worship and adore 

him …,” April Wildflower crosses the street crooning 
Stevie Wonder’s “I Was Made to Love You.” Without 
self-consciousness, Wildflower shares the gift of her 
voice to all within hearing distance. 

Wildflower hugs senior Evan Palmer. The young 
Willoughby resident hugs with his left arm and holds 
a black notebook in his right. The designated “scribe” 
for the night, he records people’s names, conversa-
tions and requests at each stop.

Sam and Jamaica ask for hoodies. Palmer makes a 
note. Richard wants batteries. Palmer makes a note. 
Everyone needs blankets. Palmer makes a note. Labre 
volunteers will return next week and the next and the 
next with blankets collected in their latest drive.

Each van has a scribe. Palmer will share his 
information with the larger group when everyone 
reconvenes at the school’s chapel parking lot. There, 
prayers will be offered for every homeless person 
encountered that night.

not ABoUt food
“Often our culture is fearful of homeless people,” says 
Grady, director of Arrupe Neighborhood Partnership 
and Labre co-founder. “What we have discovered is 
that homeless people are most fragile. Labre is simply 
an opportunity to offer a moment of dignity.”

That fragility disarms defense mechanisms, and 
students see things they otherwise couldn’t.

“I used to have this negative view of the home-
less,” says senior Connor Walters of Bay Village. “I 
thought they were weird or scary. They live differently, 
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Jim	skerl	’74	tells	volunteers	
that	cleveland	will	not	look	
the	same	after	a	Labre	night.

Volunteers	seek	out	the	
homeless	living	along	the	rta	
tracks,	in	alleys	and	door-
ways,	or	under	bridges.

hot	soup	serves	as	an	ice-breaker	on	a	cold	winter	night.
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Antoinette is shy. Charlie is chatty.
Charlie talks about his days in the Army Special 

Forces. He says that in 1989 he guarded former 
Philippines President Ferdinand Marcos during the 
dictator’s exile in Hawaii. 

He has his facts right. The dates, locations and 
other observations he shares hint at the possibility 
that he could have guarded the deposed dictator.

As they leave, Charlie says, “I like you guys a lot.”
It’s interesting to note that a week later, Labre vol-

unteers found the railway station empty because the 
couple had been kicked out. Before the van had pulled 
away, the volunteers saw Charlie and Antoinette flag-
ging them down. The two had trekked 1½ miles to 
meet the volunteers and invite them to their new 
place under a bridge. They didn’t want food but con-
tinued visits with their Saint Ignatius friends.

fAith in ACtion
The narrow space under a bridge support is scattered 
with blankets. Clothing hangs over drainpipes. Dave 
lives alone but keeps extra blankets in his living space 
to give the impression that others live there, too. It’s 
his form of protection. 

Dave has just got home from work. A detail that 
would probably surprise those who believe all home-
less people are unemployed. In fact, 40 percent of the 
homeless have jobs, according to the Northeast Ohio 

Coalition for the 
Homeless.

Dave has good 
weeks and bad weeks, 
according to Skerl. 

“We stand with people 
in good times and bad. 
Compassion means you 
are willing to enter into 
someone else’s suffering,” 
Skerl says. “So much of 
Labre is living in the pres-
ent moment, being able  
to relate to people as  
they are.”

Because situations are 
so complicated, Grady 
says, it is impossible to 
measure the impact of 
Labre: “That’s where faith comes in. You simply emu-
late Christ and have faith you’re doing what he wants 
you to do.” 

The night has been one long prayer.
“We’re a culture addicted to experiences,” Skerl 

says. “When students pray through experiences, they 
have the chance to encounter or even to be the face 
of Christ.”

Skerl closes the night with a final reflection. He 
tells the volunteers: “People you met will go home 
with you in your heart.” 

They do. SI

To learn more about the Labre Ministry and to read volun-
teers’ reflections, go to www.ignatius.edu/service.
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statement. In the book, released in August 2008,  
the University of Chicago professor relies on medical 
research to prove that social isolation can alter  
DNA replication, bring out depression and lead to 
early death.

Deplorable living conditions surprise the students, 
but they are more surprised by the seeds of hope and 
happiness they encounter. The happiness comes from 
having emotional wounds acknowledged, respected 
and cared about, if only for 15 minutes. Burdens are 
lighter when someone cares.

And the students deeply care.

Junior Matt Stanton can’t imagine sleeping on a 
bridge girder. “He’s a grownup. He needs a bigger 
space to sleep than a narrow ledge,” he says, revealing 
concern about Mel. “He could fall off and roll down 
the hill.” 

“Stories of living under a bridge for five years 
shocked me. I don’t think I could make it,” says senior 
Matt Spencer of West Park. “Still, people are polite. 
They don’t beg. They’re not greedy. They like the 
company every week.” 

Junior Paul Chirdon of Lakewood, who made his 
first Labre trip on a New Year’s Eve, makes a simple 
observation: “I never thought people on the streets 
would be happy.” 

The students learn that relieving someone’s bur-
dens for a few minutes is not about do-gooder karma 
or being reminded of their own good fortune. It’s 
something more. It’s seeing the face of God in the 
faces of the people they serve.

“When we encounter the presence of God, we 
understand who we are, where we are and where we’re 
meant to be,” Skerl explains.

“I wish more people could have this experience 
to help homeless people feel more connected to the 
world,’ Spencer says. 

“It is a genuine connection not based on food,” he 
adds. “I want to follow people’s stories. When I can’t 
go, I ask my friends who’ve gone out how people are 
doing. I can’t wait to go out the next week and see 
where they are now. Lives change so much. Some 
people have families, but they don’t get to see them. 
We’re pretty much the only family they have.” 

It’s unclear who gets the most from the experience. 
The students or the men and women they visit.

“It was a life-changing experience,” says Stanton, 
who registered in advance to be on a van. “I don’t see 
any poor people where I live in Bay Village. I’m learn-
ing what harsh realities of the world really are.”

An ABAndoned rAilWAy sWitCh stAtion
Charlie and 
Antoinette may be 
the most endearing. 
By homeless stan-
dards, they live in a 
penthouse – an aban-
doned railway switch 
station. Graffiti on 
one wall declares 
“free.” 

Free from what?
Charlie is built 

like a jockey, has wild 
hair and carries his 
teeth in his pocket. 
He promises to 
visit Saint Ignatius 

dressed as Edward Munch’s “The Scream”  
for Halloween.

Antoinette has a fondness for pretty things. She 
has wildflowers in a jar, costume jewelry on a hook 
and a pink candle that smells like roses. She sits on a 
squishy mattress with a tabby kitten named “Yellow.” 

the	Labre	ministry	is	less	
about	the	food	and	more	
about	making	a	connection	
with	the	homeless.

labre
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“often our culture is feArful of homeless people. whAt 
we hAve discovered is thAt homeless people Are most 
frAgile. lAbre is simply An opportunity to offer A 
moment of dignity.”

– Tim Grady ’95, director of Arrupe Neighborhood Partnership  
and co-founder of the Labre Ministry

“i wish more people could hAve this 
experience to help homeless people feel 
more connected to the world.” 

– senior Matt Spencer

More Labre
Saint Ignatius alumni have taken the Labre 
Ministry concept to their campuses. Three 
ministries have been developed with more in 
the works at other schools.

• Bryan Mauk ’04, Brendan McLaughlin ’04 
and Jodie Bowers’ 97 developed Labre at 
John Carroll University.

• Bowers, along with Ed Plaspohl, father  
of Michael ’06, initiated the ministry at 
Walsh Jesuit High School, where Bowers 
now teaches.

• Calder Mellino ’07 started Labre at Loyola 
University in Chicago.

charlie	welcomes	the	hot	soup	and	
Labre	volunteers’	company.

a	“scribe”reads	aloud	the	
names	of	the	homeless	
people	visited	that	night.	
all	the	volunteers	openly	
pray	for	each	name	read.

a	“regular”on	the	Labre	
routes,	federico	is	recogniz-
able	by	the	makeshift	head-
piece	he	wears	on	his	head.	
this	one	is	a	baby’s	blanket.	
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