This is an interview between Erin Day and Ann Marie Castleman, two second year Dominican Volunteers living in Chicago.  Have you ever wanted to get inside a second year DV’s head?  Well, here is your chance to do so and to witness the craziness of their everyday lives.  

Ann Marie Castleman: I’m going to ask you the first question.  Ready? 
Erin Day:   Ready.  
AMC: Why did you decide to do a second year as a Dominican Volunteer?
ED: I felt I was not done volunteering- like I wasn’t at the end of that road just yet.  The decision to do a second year took me awhile to determine, but I know it was the right choice. 

ED: How is year two going for you and how is it different from the last? 

AMC: Well, this year was definitely more challenging, but I’m not entirely sure why. I think that when I began this year, I simply expected more of the same since it was my second year and I was returning to the same ministry site and same community site. Although I knew it would be a different community, I guess I didn’t realize that it would take some time for me to mourn the loss of my former community and embrace my new one. I also expected to walk back into the same ministry site and pick up where I left off, but organizations are always in a mode of transition, so I didn’t anticipate needing to readjust there as well. That being said, this year has been more balanced in terms of where I spend my time and what I spend my time doing—which is quite an accomplishment for me!

ED: What have you gotten out of DVUSA that you think you couldn’t have gotten out of another volunteer program? 

AMC: One of the reasons I chose DVUSA was for the intergenerational community aspect and I haven’t been disappointed in that regard. I love living with religious sisters and other volunteers. It makes for a unique group dynamic and demonstrates that one can have meaningful relationships with people of all ages. My favorite part of community is the good conversations that we have and the fact that we can challenge one another and yet are there to support each other at the same time. I feel very fortunate to have had this opportunity to live with 6 wonderful women who are the true Church, the People of God. 

AMC: In what ways do you feel you have grown this year and how has Dominican Volunteers helped in that regard? 

ED: I think the world makes a bit more sense and I have learned more about what I want in life—what matters and what does not. I think I learned what I did because of being in this program and I would not have gotten the same life lessons anywhere else.
ED: What do you think you would be doing if you weren’t currently volunteering?

AMC: I’d most likely be volunteering abroad or working to pay off those darn student loans. To anyone reading this newsletter…I’m taking donations. 

ED: I’ll second that!

AMC: In what ways have you grown since last year?

ED: I know I have learned a lot and have become wiser.  It’s hard to describe yourself in a before and after picture.  It’s one of those “you had to be there” moments.  I know I am forever changed and I will never be that same person, but it is hard to put it all into words.
AMC: What is different about this volunteer year versus last year?

ED: The people receiving services.  Last year I worked a lot with elementary age kids and older sisters who live at the motherhouse.  Now I am helping in an entirely new community and people of all ages and backgrounds.  Of course I was in Grand Rapids last year and now I am in Chicago.  Each city holds different cultural attitudes.  I have to say I enjoy the transportation aspect of Chicago.  The L is exciting to me. 

ED: Here is a fun question.  Who is your favorite saint? 

AMC: Monsignor Oscar Romero, although the Vatican hasn’t officially recognized him, and my grandmas.
AMC: If you were able to be a 3rd year Dominican Volunteer and your mission was to convert meat eaters like myself to veganism, what tactics would you employ? 
ED: Take on the world?  What a small task.  [laughter]  It is a personal change, a lifestyle change and that takes time for people to accept because it is very countercultural.  I think I would be more of a resource to information rather than an advocate on this issue, even though this is a big part of my life.  I would first recommend anyone interested in the topic to pick up a book by John Robbins called Diet for a New America.  It is very helpful in understanding why one would choose that lifestyle, benefits of eating vegan, and how to convert the right way.  Of course I cannot force anyone to be vegan, but try going without meat for two weeks and then see how you feel.   But who knows?  If there was a perfect placement for this type of work, I just might consider it.
AMC: What’s your favorite part about your community, the House of Connections?  Your ministry at St. Leonard's Ministries?  
ED: I share community with six very independent women who teach me new things everyday and I find that very rewarding.  And I work with some of the best people a workplace could offer everyday.  Sometimes it doesn’t feel like work because it is such a positive and welcoming environment.  I think we laugh too much each day.  That is too healthy.
ED: What is it like to live with all women? 

AMC: I was very worried initially, but luckily my housemates are all mature adults who don’t care for drama. It’s been very refreshing to be with fellow women and able to bond with them in that special way that only women can!

AMC: Please comment on the colors black and white.

ED: Dominican colours.  They are opposites if you really wanted to know. 

ED: Care to comment on a shower in a basement? 

AMC: I grew up with a shower in the basement so I really never understood what the big deal was. Sorry I don’t have a better answer!

AMC: What are your plans post- DVUSA?

ED: No idea at this point in the game.  And I am fine with that. 

AMC: What is one memory form this year so far that you’ll take with you?

ED: I don’t know if I could choose just one, but recently we had a community artifact burial which entailed throwing a container out a second floor window.  It was quite amusing.  If only the neighbours understood what we were doing…
AMC: For all the House of Connections alumni out there…this one’s for you. Remember the nasty, spray-painted, triangular corner sink strainer that lived in the kitchen strain and caught any large food particles or trash that people were too lazy to walk to the garbage can? Well, it has finally been replaced with a shiny, stainless-steel one! The sisters took turns chucking it from the 2nd story stairwell into the garbage can in the alley below. Sr. Reg McKillip scored the winning shot!

ED: What’s your best food dish that you serve to your community? 

AMC: Gallo pinto (“painted rooster” in Spanish), which is rice and beans (a Nicaraguan staple) and plátanos fritos, fried plantains. 

AMC: If you could choose your favorite band- and AFI could not be one of the choices- which would you choose and why?  

ED: It would have to be Ours.  I absolutely love Jimmy Gnecco’s voice.  They are a great band from the Big Apple, kind of mellow in comparison to music on the radio, yet still intense and heartfelt.  [For all of those who don’t know, I am a huge AFI fan.]

AMC: If you could choose a different city in which to do your volunteer year, which would you choose?  
ED: I think I heard something in the works about the Bay Area recently.  I think it is really beautiful out there.  I also fell in love with the NY area when I was there last year.  It is a tossup. 
ED: If a turtle lost its shell, would it be homeless or naked? 

AMC: It’d be dead if it lived in Chicago with these darn winters!

ED: What classes or subjects from school have been most beneficial in the work that you do? 

AMC: I don’t think anything in school can really prepare you for the experiences you’ll have in the “real world.” That being said, spending three months living, studying and doing service in Nicaragua was perhaps my best orientation to this work because I felt what it was like to be an outsider. 

ED: What do you know now that you didn’t know before volunteering? 

AMC: That I can experience an entirely foreign culture in my own country. We live in different realities based upon our skin color, socioeconomic status, age, education level, citizenship status, etc. I always thought it was one world—it still is, but different realities exist within that world. It took me as a white, middle-class, U.S. citizen living in a segregated, economically-depressed African-American neighborhood and working with low-wage and immigrant workers (some of whom are undocumented and don’t speak English) to realize that. 

ED: What advice would you give those considering becoming a volunteer? 

AMC: DO IT! It will be a very challenging, growth-filled time for you in which you’ll learn lots about yourself and your world. Doing a volunteer year is a unique opportunity that not everyone can take advantage of. I can’t tell you what it will be like for you because everyone’s experience is different, but it’s definitely an experience I think most people would benefit from. Go in with your eyes open, but keep your heart open too and be grateful for the gifts that you’ll receive. 

AMC: One last question, be honest.  Which do you like better: country music or red meat?

ED: Why are you so mean??  You know that is not a fair question for me!
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