Bridging- A Social Justice Opportunity


St. Matthew's parishioners know that the church undercroft serves as a shelter for several homeless families during August.  Eventually, most if not all of these families will find a more permanent home- an apartment, house, or duplex.  But this living space will be empty.  These families don't own furniture, they don't have bedding, kitchenware, dinnerware, or all the other little things that combine to make an empty house into a fully functional and welcoming home.  Where can they get those things?  

For about 4,000 families in the Twin Cities every year, the answer is Bridging (www.bridging.org).  Bridging began in 1987, when Fran Heitzman, the custodian at Pax Christi Church, was approached by a woman who had a crib she wanted to donate to the church.  The church nursery had no need for a crib, but Fran was able to find someone who could use it.  This sparked the idea that it might be possible to match donors and recipients for other furniture items that would otherwise go unused and be discarded.  Twenty-eight years later, Bridging is the largest furniture bank in the United States, having served over 70,000 households during this time, and currently serving about 80 households each week from warehouses located in Roseville and Bloomington.  

In order to qualify for Bridging assistance, clients must be referred by one of over 150 social service agencies that partner with Bridging.  Last year, 83% of households referred to Bridging had an income below $15,000, 40% were single mother households, and 55% were transitioning from homelessness.  Families served by Bridging included more than 6,500 children aged 17 and under.  

The need for furniture and other household items is constant and seems almost inexhaustible.  Last year, families received more than 4,000 mattress sets, 3,000 sofas, 11,000 pillows, 17,000 dinnerware sets, 4,700 dressers, and the list goes on.  Bridging relies on donations for almost all of these items.  Last year, 65% of all furniture items were donated by individuals, and the remaining 35% came from hotels, furniture companies, mattress manufacturers, and other corporations.  Individuals and corporations also contributed over $1 million in cash to support the work of the organization.  Members of St. Matthew's who want to support the social justice work of Bridging can simply donate gently used furniture and other household goods (a list of items needed can be found at http://www.bridging.org/index.php/get-involved/donate-goods#ACCEPT) or they may make a monetary contribution.  

A much more personal and hands-on way to support this social justice effort is by volunteering to work at Bridging.  Volunteers are involved in almost every aspect of the Bridging operation.  They sort through donations of soft goods, kitchenware and dinnerware, wash or clean as needed, and then fold and store these items.  Volunteers with wood shop or electrical repair skills make minor repairs to wooden furniture items and check lamps or electric appliances to ensure that they are functional and safe.  Shopping assistants guide clients through the warehouse to select their furniture and other household goods, and then package soft goods and small items for delivery.  Warehouse assistants receive donations dropped off at the door, help to load and unload trucks, and keep the shelves stocked.    (Think of the work at a food shelf, but instead of cans of corn, you're shelving chairs, dressers, and sofas!)  Warehouse assistants may also be part of a truck team picking up donations at donors' homes or  businesses, and may also help with deliveries to clients.  To me, this last aspect of volunteering at Bridging is the most personally rewarding. Seeing the joy in a child's face when a bed is delivered to her house and she knows she won't have to sleep on the floor anymore is truly priceless.  Members of St. Matthew's who have as little as 20 hours to contribute over a six month period are urged to check out the Bridging website for volunteer opportunities.  

St. Matthew's parishioners have a continuing commitment to supporting social justice in our community and the world.  Partnering with and supporting the work of Bridging is an opportunity to demonstrate and put this commitment into practice.
