
As I consider the year that I spent in Milwaukee with the Lutheran Volunteer Corps, a few 
words come to mind: growth, challenge, joy, meaning, and adversity.  There have been many 
things that have contributed to these experiences, but perhaps the most significant factor has 
been the time that I’ ve spent working for Project RETURN.   

 

 I had no idea going into this year that there would be so many jewels waiting for me at Project 
RETURN.  I had no idea that I would find compassion, strength, community, laughter, and 
understanding in the most unlikely of places, an urban setting working with ex-offenders.  If I 
did, I might have chosen to major in something different than business management, a degree 
that I unconsciously hoped would help me separate myself from poverty and struggle.  

 

 I came into Project RETURN with three defined expectations.  First off, I was going to be 
working with those that society has turned their back on.  Secondly, I was going to get 
“ tougher”  when it came to dealing with people, and thirdly, and perhaps most valuable to my 
long term planning, I was going to figure out what I wanted to do for a career. 

 

 Well, much to my dismay, none of my expectations came to pass.  To start off with, I discov-
ered a very interesting human characteristic that clued me into why society has “ turned it’ s 
back”  on ex-offenders.  Now, this is crucial to me so please pay close attention.  The whole 
issue can be summed up by the quote “out of sight, out of mind” .  It’s not really that society 
has totally “ turned their back”  on ex-offenders, they’ve merely moved their back from them, 
they’ve moved away from them, they’ve left the system to deal with them instead of dealing 
with these individuals up close. 

 

 I liken this phenomenon to a forest.  From the outside, a forest can look like an intimidating 
and punishing place, especially if you’re accustomed to a different environment.  It’s not until 
you start to spend some time inside the forest that you can begin to recognize the different 
flowers, animals, sights, sounds, and smells, and observe and appreciate each specie as it 
strives to survive and flourish.  You begin to see the forest not as scary, but as it is.  Once you 
observe enough of the forest to see this, you change the way you think about it, and you might 
even think twice about the way others treat it.  You might even protest when loggers tear the 
trees down and drag them away for less then absolutely crucial reasons. 

 

 Moving on to my second expectation, I must say that I’ ve failed at becoming more assertive 
when dealing with people.  Instead of getting tougher, I’ ve become more of a push over than 
ever.  If I was looking to be “ tough” , I was tough before I started, but not now.  When I first 
started working here, I could look at a person in need and rationalize why they’re in the posi-
tion they’re in.  Now all I can do is care and try to understand, die a bit inside when I see some-
one hurting, and live a little deeper when I see hope in the midst of pain. 

 

 As far as my third expectation, I haven’ t even begun to figure my life out.  I was supposed to 
find myself and in the process distill my life’s passion so that I could enter into the perfect ca-
reer after this year ended.  I thought that a year off from school would allow me to decide what 
I wanted to do with my life, but all I’ ve really decided is that I enjoy the world in which I live.  
And is that so bad, to spend a year volunteering and all you figure out is that you enjoy your 
world?  I’ve been enjoying it, I’ve been becoming more involved with it, and I’ve even found a 
place for myself in the most unlikely of places, in the soil next to where old trees are being 
replanted.   
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Advisory Council 
 

·   Mar ietta Advincula 
·  Don Bein 
·  Janice L. Cummings 
·   Joel McNally 
·   E. M ichael McCann 
·   Sen. Gwen Moore 
·   Barbara Carter  O’Neal 
·   Jack Rosenberg 
·   The Most Reverend 
         Richard J. Sklba 

  
 Board of Directors 

 
·   Rev. Joe Ellwanger , 
        President 
·   Donna Borkin, 
        Vice President 
·   Shir ley Henika, 
        Secretary 
·   Elijah O’Neal, 
        Treasurer  
·   Holly Gardenier , 
        Controller  
·   Glenda Williams 
·  David W. Fields 
·  Rev. Ron Ballew 
·  Steven Russ 
·  Rev. Rober t Crabb 
·  Rev. Jon Breimeier  

 
Staff 

 
·  Mary Steppe, 
        Executive Director  
·  Wendel Hruska,  
        Associate Director  
·  Ruth Harr is, 
        CADC I I I  AODA  
        Counselor  
·  Donte Merr iweather , 
       Case Manager  
·  M ichelle Hill, 
        Case Manager  
·  Matthew Webb, 
        Case Manager  
·  Clem Richardson, 
        AODA Counselor  
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I’ ve been working for Project RETURN for eleven months as 
an AODA (Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse) Counselor.  It 
will be one year on July 7, 2004.  As I sit in group every 
Monday and Friday, I continue to feel empathy for my broth-
ers that are coming to the group, especially my African 
American brothers. 

 

 Some come to these groups because they were court ordered 
to attend.  Some are forced by parole officers.  Some come 
because of a criminal violation.  Whatever the reason, I sit 
and listen and help as best I can. 

 

 Parole violation and revocation is prevalent with these men.  
Some return to drug use and selling as a means of survival.  
One client says because he is tired of looking for 50 jobs and 
not one callback, he says, “ I’m Tired.”   I tell him to be patient 
but he retorts, “You can’ t eat patience!”  

 

 Society says let’s go to war on drugs, let’s go to war on 
crime, let’s go to war on racism and racial profiling.  The 
wars have all been underway for a while, but do we still have 
these problems? 

 

 As I sit here I continue to encourage and challenge these 
young men.  Thoughts, beliefs, feelings and irrational think-
ing all come to the front. 

 

 Occasionally old clients get re-referred to the groups because 
of violating their parole.  I tell them to get up and try life.  
Yet, we all know the statistics.  There are 17 men in this 
group.  According to statistics, five of these men will never 
revisit prison.  These young men face unemployment, hous-
ing difficulties, family separation and a plethora of other 
problems.  Yet, their communities are continually depleted of 
resources to assist them and their families. 

 

 All in all, I enjoy working with Project RETURN because I 
get the chance to reach out and help.  If I can reach one man 
in the group, it is a successful day.  We have a great staff and 
I look forward to another year. 
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Thank you to the following  
people and organizations for 
their memorial donations to 
Project RETURN.  Your 
thoughts have been greatly 
appreciated. 

 

·  Bill & Sandy Adams 

·  Christopher Drobka 

·  Joe Drobka 

·  Marge & Henry Davis 

·  James & Therese Matousek 

·  Gerhard & Lucille Fischer 

·  Donald & Dorothy Bein 

·  Margaret Steppe 

·  Sheila & Peter Creekmur 

·  Sue Ann Peterson 

·  Joe & Joyce Ellwanger 

·  Stephen & Barbara Kaainoa 

·  Richard & Andrea         
Niggemann 

·  Agape Community Center 

·  James & Bernice O’Connell 

·  Adolph & Agnes Drobka 

·  James & Grace Fabisch 

·  David & Sarah Oberneder 

·  Lien K. Ly & Tam Nguyen 

·  Dean & Julia Kolsch 

·  Marjorie Morgan 

·  Society of St. Vincent 
Depaul 
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For the past ten weeks, I have been involved with Project RETURN as part of my studies at Saint Francis 
Seminary in the lay ministry certificate program. This has been a very wonderful experience for me, and 
has helped me to become a better lay minister. The staff has been very welcoming and truly cares about the 
people that they serve. 

 

 Through my involvement with Project RETURN, I have been able to learn first hand about the problems 
and challenges that ex-offenders face as they try to re-enter the community. Project RETURN helps indi-
viduals try to cope with these problems and challenges as they struggle to overcome them. 

 

 When I first started at Project Return, my exposure to ex-offenders was mainly from the media. I had the 
impression that ex offenders were bad people and most likely would end up back in jail. Although some do, 
many others learn from their mistakes and want a second chance. With our help, they can return to be pro-
ductive members of society. 

 

 My experience at Project RETURN has changed how I view people. My eyes have been opened and NOW 
I  CAN SEE God in people – all people. We need to get away from the thought of punishment, and work 
toward restorative justice.  Project RETURN is one organization that is making a difference. Thank you for 
letting me be a part of it. 

 

We would like to thank 
Washington Mutual  and 
Patty D’Amato for their 
willingness and openness to 
participate in focus groups 
with individuals from the 
minimum security prisons 
here in Milwaukee.  These 
groups are sponsored by 
Project RETURN and were 
made possible through the 
help of Community Shares 
of  Greater Milwaukee.  
Thank you to all who have 
participated in these groups 
and to all who have made 
these groups possible. 
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 Project RETURN has once again benefited tremendously from the many hours of service that the Mar-
quette Service Learners gave to us this year.  There were many things that were accomplished this year be-
cause of the dedication of the students and their steady, reliable efforts.  One of these accomplishments was 
the creation of a letter writing system designed to contact employers to make them aware of our extensive 
pool of employment seekers.  Another major contribution came from a student who redesigned our pam-
phlet.  Service Learners also helped out tremendously in the office and in the support groups that we run.  In 
the office, many had a chance to work first hand with employment seekers.  In the support groups, many got 
a chance to not only observe the population we work with but to also participate in the groups themselves. 

 

 As helpful as these accomplishments were to our organization and our clients, they weren’ t the main reason 
that we wanted Service Learners at our organization.  We firmly believe that by exposing the students to 
our clientele we create an environment where serious learning about social issues can take place.  We real-
ize that it takes caring individuals to make a difference, and we’ve found them through this program. 

 

 Thank you once again for your time and your caring. 
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