Lauren Schuler

The theme behind my portfolio was the quote, “the greatest use of life is to use it for something that outlasts us,” by William James.  Since I volunteer at Summerville Assisted Living, it would seem like my efforts there might not last.  One of the things I learned was that although I was using my time to serve them, they were leaving fingerprints behind on who I am. 

A few ladies at Summerville (Geneva, Vera, Mildred, Fran, Mary Louise, and Emilee) have collectively become my surrogate grandmothers.  Over eight months of playing cards or painting nails, I’ve heard the greatest stories and received the greatest kindness.  Vera is Russian and she’s visited almost nine countries and 30 states.  But what really makes her stand out is how much she reminds me of my own grandmother.  By December, I found myself seeking opportunities to see her because of how bright her personality is.  One of my favorite memories of her was in February.  After listening about her trip to Chicago with the Russian Ballet, she showed me the picture of the whole ballet, the director, and her in the very center of the picture because of her talent standing next to the director.  I remember telling her how honored I was to know her and shortly after she stared at me and said, “You like chocolate?”  I replied, “Well yes, why?”  She responded, “Have a marshmallow.  It’s in the drawer.”  I walked over to the drawer and it was literally full of chocolate covered marshmallows.  She then asked me, “Did you get one?”  I told her I had and thanked her.  Then she said, “Take another.”  I replied, “Oh no, I’m fine.  Thank you.”  She responded, “You’d better take it, it keeps you as sweet as you are.”  And from then on, she would carry the marshmallows with her in case she saw me and each time she handed me one she’d say, “Because I like to keep you sweet.”  But what I learned from her was that genuine compassion can literally change someone’s day.  She knew that I cared for her like my own grandmother and she would tell me how happy she is to have me in her life.  Vera’s never had any kids of her own, but she taught as a home economics teacher for 28 years.  Just knowing that my interest in her life makes her happy, I receive the greatest feeling of accomplishment.  It wasn’t until that point that I realized my time at Summerville is truly service.  I’ve more or less harbored the idea that it wasn’t truly volunteering unless there was tangible proof of your efforts and that day I learned the different ways you can better someone’s life.  
Being in Girl Scouts, Leaders Club, and going on the Cleveland Plunge was more of a direct approach to service.  In my 12 years of Girl Scouting at least once a month my troop would do a service project for Meals on Wheels which is an organization that brings warm meals to shut ins around the community.  We’d make little crafts or goodie bags with candy for up to 75 people.  At the Cleveland Plunge we scrubbed the walls of the men’s shelter at 2100 Lakeside, we boxed food for the Cleveland Foodbank, and helped sell items at the Habitat for Humanity ReStore.  

What stood out to me most during the Cleveland Plunge was our time at the Lorain Avenue storefront which served as a homeless drop in center.  Emily and I were trying to play a game of spades with the women sitting next to us and failing miserably.  They wanted no part in our attempts and we ended up sitting there watching Mr. Soeder make friends like it was the easiest thing to do.  Just as we decided that when reflection time came, we’d be empty handed, Robert walked over to us.  I don’t remember how long we were there for, but it felt like we had a discussion for hours.  We talked about his life, our lives, alternative energy sources, and our future college plans.  One of the things I remember is how he said kids had the power to change the world.  They were untarnished by serious problems, and capable of great, new ideas.  Although Robert emphasized the change that our youth can create, he didn’t realize the change he sparked in my life.  I believe elders hold the most knowledge and we have everything to learn from them.  In this case, Robert taught me if you want change, make it happen.  

Through everything this year, and in years past, I’ve learned the importance of volunteering, no matter what you can contribute.  Because of what Vera and Robert taught me about small actions, you can easily change the world around you.  Although I was serving them, they in turn served me by inspiring me and helping me to discover who I am. 
