Looking for a little help -- right here
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Most of the time we think of mission work happening somewhere far away from our hometown. Our youth go on mission trips to locations miles and miles away. Peace Corps volunteers end up on other continents. However, there are people who need help that live just a few miles away. 

In 1994, a group of Aurora residents started a local chapter of Rebuilding Together. This national organization was formed to help repair homes so that families can continue to live in them. Habitat for Humanity, a similar organization, builds new homes for needy families while Rebuilding Together focuses on repairing homes. The group organized an annual work day in April and managed to renovate a few homes that first year. 

The group has grown and in April 2008, 26 homes were renovated, which dramatically improved the quality of life for 82 men, women and children who live right here in Aurora. 

"About 500 people came out to help," recalls David Bellis, the president of the group. "It has all been done by volunteers." Although the volunteers are enthusiastic, the leadership of the group was overwhelmed by the work needed to get everything organized for the annual April effort. They asked for help from the national organization and were fortunate to be assigned an AmeriCorps member. 

AmeriCorps members address the needs of communities across America much like the Peace Corps does in other countries. There are nearly 75,000 AmeriCorps members in the United States today. The AmeriCorps members are given a very small salary of about $850 per month for a more than full-time effort. 

AmeriCorps member Emily Stern came to work with Rebuilding Together Aurora in September. She is a recent graduate of the University of Wisconsin at Madison. She majored in communications and sociology and has extensive experience with non-profit groups. 

"Emily is doing an unbelievable job," says Bellis. "She is working to find sponsors, raise funds and get the word out. She is 23 years old and full of energy with a gracious heart. If she is what the next generation is going to be like, the world is going to be in good hands." 

One of Emily's goals is to find groups willing to sponsor the renovations on a home. Several departments from the city of Aurora have volunteered to renovate homes in recent years. The Fire Department, the Mayor's Office and the Water and Sewer Department have each taken responsibility for renovations of an entire home. Churches, community groups, businesses and individuals are needed to make this effort work. 

"If a person came to visit our volunteers who are working on a home, I know they would want to help. Once a person volunteers with us, he always wants to come back," says Bellis. "We are helping low-income families who live in homes with serious problems like leaking roofs, plumbing that is so old that the water is rusty and windows that let in so much cold air that heating costs are very high." 

"Every single day, I get another call for help," says Emily. 

She has dozens of stories of people in need. One woman took in her nephew who had cerebral palsy. Her home was not at all handicapped accessible, and she was forced to quit her job. She had to carry him everywhere around the home and found it very difficult to care for him. Since she had no income, she had no way to make the needed changes to the home. Rebuilding Together worked to make the home handicapped accessible. 

Another home had outdated plumbing and other problems. As volunteers were working on the home, a child came out crying. A volunteer asked her what was wrong. The little girl replied that she was so happy because every night, the pipes leaked through the ceiling onto her bed. Now that the pipes were being fixed, she could finally sleep in a dry bed. Other stories involve elderly people unable to make simple repairs and single mothers living with children in unsafe environments. 

Rebuilding Together Aurora is hoping to work on 35 homes during a weekend in April 2009. In order to make this happen, the group needs sponsors, donations, volunteers and funding. 

Emily Stern is willing to speak to groups, businesses and churches willing to help in the annual effort. She can be contacted at (630) 585-7510. 

As you could your blessing this Thanksgiving, give thanks that there are people like David and Emily who are willing to help others and then consider joining in the effort. 

buchenot@comcast.net 
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