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Mary Zimmermann, VISTA 
 

It was my senior year of college when I discovered my 
passion for nonprofit organizations.  It was only after I 
started volunteering and helping others when I saw how 
valuable my time and talents could be.  I decided after 
college to use my time and talents to serve others.  I 
heard about the AmeriCorps program and while search-
ing for jobs I stumbled upon my current position work-
ing with the Habitat for Humanity ReStore.   Iõve always 
been interested in Habitat for Humanity and thought 
this would be a great opportunity to start my nonprofit 
career. 
 When I started my VISTA term I was very ex-
cited that I was going to be helping people every day and 
making a difference in my community, but for some rea-
son I never imagined that the people I was so excited to 
help would teach me so much.  I learn a great deal eve-
ryday from our volunteers and partner families and I am 
truly blessed to have met so many talented people.  I 
literally get teary-eyed sometimes when I think of all that 
our organization does, not only for our partner families, 
but for everyone involved that 
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A meriCorps VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America) 
provides full-time members for nonprofit, faith-based 

or community organizations and public agencies to create 
and expand programs that will help bring individuals and 
communities out of poverty. They leave behind lasting solu-
tions to some of our country's toughest problems. 
 Lakes Area Habitat has been the fortunate recipient 
of eleven year-long VISTA positions through the Corporation 
of National Service.  VISTAs have played a significant role in 
increasing the affiliateôs ability to serve more families with 
affordable homes. 
 Read on for reflections from our ô08-ô09 VISTAs re-
garding their experience serving in the Lakes Area. 

Nicole Spear, VISTA 
 

If someone had asked me a year or two ago if I would 
return to Brainerd to live post college graduation, I 
would have half-jokingly responded, òI certainly hope 
notó. I didnõt think that I could find a job in small-town 
Minnesota that would fulfill my desire to work for social 
justice in a challenging environment. 
 I became interested in social justice during my 
four years of college, or, more accurately, during the 
school breaks. For a total of four months, I worked in 
post-Katrina New Orleans, gutting homes and witness-
ing the emotional and physical aftermath caused by 
floods, injustice, and poverty. It was then that I deter-
mined that social justice needed to be part of my lifeõs 
work. These heart-wrenching experiences seemed so far 
removed from my lifeñI was oblivious to the adversity 
many Minnesotans endure, and didnõt expect the kind of 
job I sought could be found here in Brainerd. 
 One day in May of 2008, Continued on page 2  Continued on page 2  

During their year of service, Nicole (left) and Mary 

(right) made extensive use of a table top display de-

signed by Nicole to promote Lakes Area Habitat for 

Humanity and the Habitat ReStore.  The portable dis-

play was donated by St. Josephôs Area Health Ser-

vices in Park Rapids along with office furniture when 

the clinic remodeled. 



makes our organization so 
successful. 
 One of my goals for this year focused on in-
creasing communication with local contractors and busi-
nesses.   I have been able to plan events like a Contrac-
torõs Breakfast and create systems to become more ac-
tive in spreading the word about the ReStore in our 
community.   I believe there is a benefit to anyone who 
wishes to partner with the ReStore and I have found 
many people with giving hearts that are willing to work 
with us in any way they can. 
 Another goal is to work with all ten ReStores in 
Minnesota to create a statewide network.  Throughout 
the year I have visited all Minnesota ReStores, interview-
ing managers and collecting data.  From my research I 
have been able to put together resources to share with 
all MN ReStores such as a ReStore Policy Manual and an 
extensive Operations Manual.  Iõve also planned two 
ReStore gatherings for ReStore managers to come to-
gether to network and share resources.  This is the first 
year a statewide VISTA position has been in place and 
Iõve had an overwhelmingly positive response.  ReStore 
managers and other Habitat affiliates are excited about 
the support and great resources that are being generated 
from the Statewide VISTA position and the creation of 
a ReStore network. 
 I truly love the ReStore and everything it entails.  
Itõs amazing that we are able to reach out to every facet 
of the community by raising money for Habitat for Hu-
manity, provide low cost materials to the community 
and divert material from entering the landfill.  We also 
provide a service to businesses and contractors by re-
moving materials from homes being remodeled or de-
molished.  I hope that after my VISTA term I will con-
tinue to live a life of service and work for a nonprofit 
organization.  I would love to continue working with 
ReStores and help grow our network to build more 
homes for Habitat for Humanity. 
 Many think I was crazy for giving up a full time 
paid job opportunity to volunteer for a year, but it has 
been a great experience.  Even though I only receive a 
small living allowance every month, I have realized how 
truly blessed I am and have so much to be thankful for.  
It doesnõt matter how much we have or how much we 
make, but what we do with what we have. 

A Proud History of Serviceé did you know? 
 

ǒPresident John F. Kennedy came up with the idea for VISTA.  
 

ǒ170,000 VISTAs who have served since 1965 have played 
a key role in establishing many of the best-known anti-
poverty programs, including Head Start, Upward Bound, 
and the credit union system.   
Learn more: www.americorps.gov 

with no job plans and 
graduation looming, my mom informed me of a notice 
in our church newsletter: Lakes Are Habitat for Human-
ity was looking for someone to fill an AmeriCorps-
VISTA position. I decided to look into it. I had a few 
friends who were working with AmeriCorps, the domes-
tic, one-year version of the Peace Corps, but being a 
VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America) was a little 
different. Instead of direct service that an AmeriCorps 
member would do (like building a house), a VISTA does 
indirect service and capacity building for non-profit or-
ganizations dealing specifically with poverty.   
 The decision to work for Habitat for Humanity 
had benefits and drawbacks. I liked the fact that I would 
be able to work with a non-profit. However, with hefty 
school loans and minimal savings, a VISTA position was 
out of the question if I chose to live on my own (the 
òVó in VISTA means I donõt exactly earn the big bucks, 
just a small stipend and an education award). I knew I 
could save money by living at home, but that meant liv-
ing at homeéwith my parents. But the AmeriCorps-
VISTA option just kept calling to me, and I knew I 
wouldnõt be satisfied until I applied. When I was offered 
the job, I calmly accepted, hung up the phone, and pro-
ceeded to jump up and down and do my fair share of 
enthusiastic whooping. I had landed a job that was 
meaningful to me! 
 The goals assigned to me during my service cen-
ter around spreading the word about LAHFH in Cass, 
Crow Wing, and Hubbard Counties and letting people 
know that we are always looking for ways to work with 
the community. Back in October, I started a Public Rela-
tions and Marketing Committee. Weõve been working on 
new ways to reach potential volunteers in the commu-
nity and attract new donors, since the only funding 
LAHFH receives comes from individual donations, 
grants and mortgage payments from each of our home-
owning partner families. 
 With the help of the committee, we are hoping 
to get the entire community excited about Habitat for 
Humanity. And as challenging as itõs been, I remain en-
ergized by the thought that we (and maybe you too, 
reader?) are promoting such a positive change in our 
own neighborhoods. 
 One question Iõve been asked repeatedly in the 
years since I first went down to New Orleans is, òWhy 
bother rebuilding?ó But doesnõt everyone deserve a de-
cent place to live? Thereõs a quote from George Eliot 
that I think sums it all up, regardless of ability, orienta-
tion, class, sex, ethnicity, race, or religion: òWhat do we 
live for, if it is not to make life less difficult to each 
other?ó I think it is a question worth pondering, no mat-
ter what city we live in. 

Continued from page  1, Mary Continued from page  1, Nicole 



President Obama recently issued a call to 

America to volunteer for the many chari-

table causes throughout the country.  In-

deed, he more specifically issued a chal-

lenge to congress to expand programs like Ameri-

Corps.  I applaud that call and pray the nation re-

sponds in droves to answer that call. 

 We at LAHFH have been richly blessed 

through one of the programs administered by the Cor-

poration for National and Community Service by ac-

cessing the AmeriCorps VISTA program.  This affili-

ate today still is reaping the rewards planted by the 

many fine and dedicated individuals who committed a 

year of their lives to serve us 24 hours a day, 7 days a 

week. 

 While it may not be viewed as ñtraditionalò 

volunteering as many of us know it, believe me, these 

VISTA members are volunteers.  The uniqueness that 

separates their work from the ñtraditionalò volunteer is 

that these individuals serve this organization and only 

 From the Directorôs Deské                

this organization for a full year ïñoutsideò employ-

ment is not allowed nor is attending school of any 

type.  In exchange for this commitment, the federal 

government pays a living stipend ï an allowance cal-

culated at 105% of the poverty level for the area ï not 

a lot of money.  The intent is to provide the opportu-

nity to volunteer for a year while experiencing life in 

the eyes and shoes of the clients served by the organi-

zation. 

 To those wonderful VISTAs who have en-

riched our lives here, I say a hearty THANK YOU.  I 

eagerly await the arrival of our 2 summer VISTA 

workers and the 2 new year-round VISTAs who will 

arrive later in the year.  LAHFH is stronger and better 

for all you have done for us: Sara, Heidi, Heather, 

Becky, Angie, Desiree, Alison, Susan, Nicole and 

Mary. 
 
Kevin Pelkey 
Executive Director of Lakes Area Habitat for Humanity 

Lakes Area Habitat for Humanity is the recipient  of a grant that will help fund a full time  
Resource Development position: please contact Kevin Pelkey for more information.  

Above: Through a generous donation, LAHFH recently re-
ceived a 2007 Chevy Silverado 2500 HD and a 2005 US 
Cargo 20ô enclosed trailer. The donation came from Darel 
and Jim Turner of Wee Care We Share organization (which 
recently closed its doors), and was facilitated through the 
Charisma Foundation.  (Pictured: Darel Turner and Kevin) 
 

Right: Dan Eberhardt of Brainerd Pepsi presents a $1000 
check to LAHFH from The Pepsi Bottling Group Foundation.   
The award was made in conjunction with Brainerd Pepsi 
employees volunteering at a Habitat for humanity build site,  
The crew helped sheet rock a home in Brainerd. 

 

Our heartfelt 
condolences to 
the family of 
Don Langland  
1930-2009 
(second from left in photo) 
 
Volunteer, friend and      

long time supporter  

of  LAHFH 


