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YPSILANTI — Michelle Leppek
wanted to go to summer camp.

- Instead, she’s spending her summer
in the worst parts of this city. And she
could not be happier.

Léppek is oné of nine people who

_signed up for the fizst Catholic Urban

Challenge, an eight-week program
being offered through St. John the
Baptist Church. Tt offers parmupants
a chance to serve their fellow man in
an urban setting.

The nine young people — Aaron
Nurphy of Philadelphia, Cotirtney Se-
bek of Dunbar, Pa.; Donna Bonicatto

- of Bau Claire, Wis., Marnee Wohlfert
of Ypsilanti, Nick Pobocik of Lennon,
Sara Downes of Westphalia, Tony -

Zick of Ann Arbor, William Murphy

-of Williamsburg, Va., and Leppek,
. from Midland’s St. Bng:d of Kildare
' Parish — areliving at the parish while

spending their days ninming a free day
camp for clementary-age children,
repairing the homes of economically
stressed families, inteming at local
non-profit: organizations (including
afree medical clinic, homeless cri-

sis ‘center and local food bank) and -

‘doing door—to—door prayer mzmstry
qutreach. !

Leppek, 20 had apphed 0
be a counselor for a Catholic -
summer camp. She also was - |
looking into a Christian proj
ect in rural Appalachia.

“I'was contacted fopromote

Léppek, a junior majoring in §

landscape architecture and | _ i Granted most

utban planning at ‘I‘Vﬁchlgan Marhee wohlfe 'Christians know

Stateé University. “1 put up ' this; it has’ qu1te

ftyers and things. another meaning when we truly hve
ST didn’t get the counselor posmon by thie words we speak

and'had applied to this as my backup.  “The idea for the Catholic -Urban

Tam realy glad this is where God put - Project began in 2006, when Fr. Bob

me. [ wanted to do some form of ser-
vice. I didn’t want to do anything with
my major, I wanted to do something
within a Catholic community.” .

“That could have meant riyal A a-
lachia, but she’s glad it didn’t.

~ ““You don’t have to leave where you -
are from to find problems,” said the -
daughter of Dan and Nancy Leppek. -

“You can start with your own neigh-

borhood. This is closer to home, this is -

where | am ﬁ'om these are the people

I 'want to serve.”

Service is what atfracied Wohlfert,

. 23, to the program. She’d dene some

service work at her parish, Most Holy
Trinity in Fowler, and-in a year she
spent at Emmanuel House in Ypsitanti

. -— she now lives in Ypsilanti while
majoring in theology'at Sacred Heart:
Major Sennnary in Detioit. She also -

spent nine months in mission work in

Argentina. The urban aspect was just

what she was looking for.

“T was aftracted to- it mostly be-

canse it is a setvice program,” said

the davghter of Jenry and- Catlierine -
“Wohlfert. “T was looking for some-: -
thing service-oriented. I feel the Lord -
is moving me in this direction. Look-

ing at the experiences 1 have had, one
of the areas I had not done anything
in was. urban-type ministry, So. for

the summer I was looking for some -
service, possibly urban ministey- that -
would be cha]lengmg and certamly '

very Catholic.”

" come. The daughter of Paul and Karen -

Downes had just graduated from Cen-
tral Michigan University mth a degree
m graphic design.

“My friend Marnee and T demded

that-we wanted to spend this’ sum- -
mer doing some sort of service;” said

and the famﬂles we help- when we

. Downes a member of St. Joseph Par-
" ish m Pewamo. “I knew I felt more

cafled to serve than to immediately
start a-career. We checked out a few

* other programs, but néthing really -
_called to us. Rachel Thelen contacted
Marnee about the project and Marnee.
told me about it. I really liked that it

had multiple kinds of sefvide, a strong

| community - aspect and. formanon in

the faith.” -

Pobocik, 24 came for the chal-.
lenge. He’ dleamedaboutthepmgram
through his pastor. Fr, Steve Mattson,

at St. Mary Queen of Angels Parishin_
. Swartz Creek. :

“I signed up because I wanted to be

challenged inmy faith,”’ said the sonof

John and Margaret Pobocik. “As Cath-

olics it is so important for us to truly
_know our faith and Live it to the fullest.

.. I feel this eight-week experience

-is a way of geiting a taste of what the
Lord truly is asking of all of us. Togive .

to those who have little, to give our
time, 0 converse with strangers and,

" most. importantly, to listen. We can

- easily forget that the Lord is not only -
" in our owii hearts but in the strangers
who open their door to us, the chil- *

dren we work with at our youth. camp

X complete home
repairs. More than
- ever this summer
has shattered
stereotypes and £
- generalizations | B
have made m the - §
past. We are all |
children of God. -

Roggenbuck, now pastor.at St. John

the Baptist Church in' Ypsilanti, no-

ticed the Church’s lack of presence
in certain wrban areas. The program

also is a response to Pope John Paul .

II’s encouragement during the 1991
commissioping families for the Neo-
Catechumenal Way to present “with
fresh enthusiagm and new: methods,

‘the eternal and unchanging conterit of

the heritage of the Christian faith,”
Why Ypsilanti? Although Ypsﬂan—

ti’s population and size are somewhat

smaller than the typical “urban” area;

the city struggles with many, of the
. problems associated with larger urban

areas, such as'a poverty rate of over

24 percent (nearly twice that of the
.- national average), homelessness and .- -
‘other wrban issiies, including a high -

unemployment rate.
“There i$ a need hete as well,” said
Fr. Roggenbuck, ““and since we are

“here-and have the desire to address -
- that need, this is the first location for .
- the Catholic Urban Project. Suffering
_doesn t have geograph1c boundar—

ies.”
The nine urban mssxonanes have
Tepaired handicapped ramps, replaced

. @ tolet, fixed rotting stairs and made

other. home repan‘s and cleaned for

local residents 'in need. They ran
. “Slice of Sumimer.” a free day camp

that included music, service projects -
‘and original skits by the children (one
- complete with bumbling knights and -
In tun, Wohlfert | got Downes to a break-dancing court jester). Nearly
~40. children participated. The second
‘session of the camp, which began

Tuesday, July 13, was expected to

serve more than 50Xkids. -

" “The-grace of God is 50 ap?arent 2
".said_Downes. “The ‘days are full
_ Wlth the kid’s camp, Workmg w1th

’IheCamohc Tnnes

They ve goneurban

“Nine Cathohcs find a worthy summer m|55|on in Yp5||antr_

Sara Downes
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Participants in the Cat
a home-in Ypsilanti,

other non-profits, construction fix-
taps, prayer outreach and community

life. Yet I don’t feel discouraged, even'

when 1 am exhausted. There is.s0

“much joy even in the most mundane
.of tasks. Which is one of the things
that has stood ot the most to mé this -

_sumrmer. 1 don’t have the strength to.

'doa]lthzs onmy own, so1tmustbe
God”

unpressmn on the young

outreach. -

“When T heard we’d be
doing that I was really in-
timidated,” said Leppek.“1
didn’t think I would be good
at all. I'think it is the one
- place T have grown the most

- becanse 1 really started to look at it as ‘
- being bigger than me; it isn’tall onmy-

shoulders. I justlet Jesus work through

Downes agreed.
“There are many times 1 can xé-
member going out for prayer outreach

- where T was tired, it was 90 degrees

and I just didn’t have it in me to

make conversation with strangers,”

she said. “Yet somehow we, would
find ourselves saying the nght things
and having conversations with these

- strangers- about life and the Tove of
- God. ' With God ]ust your presence

and wﬂhngness are enough for Him
to work.

Murphy found the d00r~t0—door

.outreach particularly rewarding.

“We have prayed with young men

finishing school,” he said, “with the '

relatives of hospital patients and even

" with aman who had just been released
from prison and eagerly sought the :
Lord’s guidance in his new life.”.

" “So many pecple have opened [ heir -

“hearts to vs: andaJJWereaIly ask: is
-if they have any prayer intentions,”.
“'I'hewaywedo:tls 80

Urban rOJec work on a handicap ramp at'

. are willing to listen and be open fo the.

What has made the blggest'

urban missionaties, however,
is the door-to-door prayer .

. nine strangers becoming nine siblifigs:
me. It helped (o take myself out of it +
- and realize 1 am working for Christ. -

As longasIIIustI-Ilrmtwﬂlworkout :
-andithas.”

.. Courtesy photo -
simple andso lovmg that I think people -

idea. Most people have been kind.” -
All of this has made a lasting impres-
sion on the Midland Dow Ihgh School
gladuate R
“People are good We have seen that
time and. agam no matter how well .
off they are in their life. They respect
us and wish us a good day. That has
been really uplifting,” she said. “And’
most prayer requests are for the neigh-.
borhood. When we talk to people it
is amazing how they. are all worried.
about each other,” : '
For Pobocik, a 2004 graduate of '
Fr. Luke M. Powers High School in
Hiint who eamed a bachelor’s degree
“in elementary education in 2009 from |
Ferris State University in Blg Raplds .
a different memory remains. .
“The most mernorable aspect of the '
summer forme has been the beauty of

in a big family,” he said. “We’ve
‘become a tight knit group of young
-adults, with all the ups and downs of
- a typical large family. We all stepped.
' into roles that so beautifully fit our
own unique personalities. That is why
I will never turm down an offer to five”
in community and serve Chuist. This:
summer has been full of momenis o
laughter, prayer, fellowship and love T
love the community Tam a part of this
summer because [love the people Lam
working with. The Lord truly was at
work when he brought this Catholic
Urban Project community together.”

Most of the partxmpants said they
would do it again, as the project-
plans to-spend the summer of 20H
in Flint. Wohlfert, however, said her
" goal will be t6 find some new service
‘experience. And yet, she will remain-
involved.

“After this I think I want to stay
‘on the path: of more-service oppor-
‘tunities,” she said. “I’d like to get
expenence ‘working in hospitals and-
ministry. And, since I am sill going
~ tobe inthe area, stay, mvoIved m what )
we' have stalted here g

-rest and eat-
linch in the'
shade of a -
tree. '
Courtesy- .
| photo . -
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