
In what ways did your experience on your trip connect with the 5 pillars of ABE? 

 I experienced social justice on my ABE to Detroit by learning about why the community is struggling and by 

addressing the community’s needs. On the first night, we watched a documentary about the city’s history. I learned 

about the abuse of power on the part of the local government, damaging African Americans’ housing opportunities 

through processes such as redlining and compromising their education through irresponsible and unnecessary 

spending. The lack of accountability on the part of the politicians was astounding and certainly contributed to the 

current state of Detroit, particularly its impoverished population. Also, while Detroit was in decline, the privileged and 

well-to-do citizens had the resources available to them to move to either other cities or the suburbs, which only 

served to accelerate the decline and trap the city in an unfortunate cycle. The more tax-paying citizens who left, the 

less money and services the city had, which only led more citizens to relocate. On the end of addressing poverty, I 

was able to experience social justice by working to provide they people in Detroit who are struggling with the basic 

needs of food, shelter, and clothing. I helped prepare and serve lunch at Mariner’s Inn, a residential recovery program 

for men struggling with homelessness and substance abuse. I was also able to help sort and package produce at 

Gleaner’s Food Shelf and assemble paper bag lunches for the workers who clean the streets downtown. For shelter, I 

was able to help with the restoration of three different houses in Detroit. For clothing, I was able to sort through 

clothing donations at both Capuchin and Mariner’s Inn. 

 I experienced community in Detroit both with our group from Saint Ben’s and Saint John’s as well as with the 

people we served. I thoroughly enjoyed going out to dinner every night with my classmates and Yvette. It was so nice 

to share a meal and talk about the day. I learned a lot about these people and became close to them through 

traveling together, eating together, and serving together. I also sensed community with the recipients of our service. 

Especially at Mariner’s Inn, I sensed our common humanity beyond our differences. The majority of clients with older 

black males recovering from drug addiction and alcoholism. On the surface, we have very little in common. However, 

every client I encountered that day was happy to see me, asked me how I was, told me his story, or wished me a 

happy New Year. They were so welcoming, and I felt truly embraced by their community. While I was working in the 

garden with another ABE participant, a few of the men approached us during their smoke break to inquire about what 

we were doing or tell us about their lives. The superficial differences between us did not hinder interaction, and I was 

really grateful for that. 

 I experienced reflection both individually and through group reflection. The moment when I reflected on my 

own thoughts and feelings the most was when we ate at a soup kitchen. I sat next to a woman who was on her 

iPhone the entire time she was eating the lunch that was provided. I found myself judging her somewhat harshly for 



spending her money on a device such as an iPhone while also taking advantage of a free meal. Then, I tried to bring 

a sense of compassion to my thoughts. I considered that she may have received the phone from someone else, 

might need a phone to search for a job, or maybe even if she did spend her money recklessly, it’s certainly not the 

case that I myself have never spent money recklessly. I still struggle with the idea of having an iPhone in a soup 

kitchen, but I at least tried to reflect on my judgment and consider the possibilities. We had group reflection every 

night, which was beneficial for hearing about other people’s highs, lows, and thoughts about the days. We reflected 

on the pillars of ABE, Benedictine Values, and Catholic Social Teaching as they related to our experiences. 

 A lot of learning took place throughout the week. I learned about myself, my peers, Detroit, and poverty as a 

whole. I think one of the most important lessons I learned was how complex social justice issues can be. Poverty 

cannot be addressed only by distributing food and clothing and providing shelter. People need to find ways to get to 

the places that distribute these services, and they also need ways to get out of poverty so they don’t need these 

services in the first place. To get out of poverty they need jobs, so they need transportation to get to work as well as 

the education and skills necessary to get hired. Also, they are not likely to maintain a job if they are struggling with 

alcohol and drug addiction. So, I learned that addressing poverty requires a very multi-faceted approach and I 

learned the importance of thinking critically about issues such as poverty in order to achieve long-term success. 

 I also learned about the challenges facing people who struggle with homelessness and addiction. Brother 

Ed, a director at one of the service sites, spoke about how many people don’t seek necessary medical care because 

of costs, insurance, or fear of being incarcerated or unfairly treated because of their record or background. Also, at an 

AA meeting the we attended, participants spoke about how difficult the “Big Three” were (Thanksgiving, Christmas, 

and New Year’s). It had never occurred to me that the holidays that are such sources of joy for me in my life can be 

the most difficult time of the year for others because of things such as temptation to drink or difficult family 

circumstances and relationships. 

 Intentional living is probably my favorite pillar of ABEs but the most difficult for me to come with concrete 

examples. I obviously want to bring my experience over my break back home and incorporate it into my daily life, but 

it can be challenging to think of exactly how I can do that. We talked about intentional living during reflection, so I do 

have a couple of ideas. One suggestion that came up was participating in local elections, not just presidential ones. 

Watching the documentary about Detroit’s decline really brought to my attention the need to be an active participant 

in electing and holding accountable the government employees in seemingly minor positions, not just governors, 

senators, and presidents. Also, sorting through donations at service sites has helped me be aware of the need to be 

more mindful about what I donate. For example, some women’s clothing was donated to the men’s residential 



recovery program. Other clothes were too worn to be used by someone else. It seemed like people maybe just threw 

everything they didn’t want any more into a bag rather than thoughtfully considering what the service sites need. Also, 

it was mentioned that people donate the most stuff around the holidays but also the least time. I want to make 

intentional decisions when volunteering now to think about when help will be most needed, not when it is most 

convenient for me. I have also decided to be more intentional not just in action, but in language. After seeing people’s 

hardships obtaining food or staying warm, I want to be conscious of using phrases such as “I’m starving” or “going to 

freeze to death.” These are serious issues that should not be incorporated in casual conversation to exaggerate 

hunger or feeling cold because it undermines the importance of addressing hunger and homelessness. 

In what ways did your experience connect with your future plans? 

 My plan for my future is to become a physical therapist. As a physical therapist, I will encounter people from 

a variety of backgrounds, many of which might differ greatly from my own. Through my experience in Detroit, I feel 

like I have strengthened my ability to develop relationships across differences such as race and socioeconomic class. 

Establishing relationships like this with all of my patients will be very important because I will need patients’ trust in 

order to have cooperation in recovery. A physical therapist cannot help a patient without the patient’s active 

participation in the rehabilitation plan, and participation is unlikely without trust and mutual respect. 

 This trip also connects with my future plans in my personal life, not just professional. At this point in my life 

as an undergraduate student, time and opportunities for service are probably as abundant as they will ever be. As I 

move on to graduate school, a full-time job, and hopefully a family life, I would imagine that my time and energy may 

be more limited. Luckily, I feel like this trip has truly emphasized the importance of incorporating service and self-

reflection into my life. I want to remember that when I get comfortable within the routine of my day-to-day life, it is 

important to interrupt that comfort with immersion into the lives of people who are less fortunate than myself and 

efforts to address their needs. 

What moves you beyond compassion into action? What inhibits you from moving into action? 

 I am moved beyond compassion into action when I sense common humanity with the person I am feeling 

compassionate towards. Hearing shared stories, goals, or values moves me to feel interconnected and increases my 

desire to help. However, I am inhibited from moving into action when I feel a lack of interconnectedness, discomfort 

bridging the gap between our differences, or a lack of confidence or resources to act. I also feel inhibited from moving 

to action when the problem is overwhelming and hope is difficult to find. That’s why I think it is important for me to 

make individual connections with people. Trying to deal with poverty overwhelms me, but trying to help one homeless 

person who has shared his or her story with me feels more encouraging and manageable. 


