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borderwor 

CFJ’s Inaugural Service Trip to McAllen, Texas 

During the week of April 27th to May 3rd, 2019, four adult volunteers from the Center 

for FaithJustice, led by CFJ President Stephanie Peddicord, traveled to McAllen, Texas 

to serve at the Humanitarian Respite Center run by Sr. Norma Pimentel, MJ, Executive 

Director of Catholic Charities of the Rio Grande Valley. The intention of this trip was 

two-fold: 1) to provide urgently-needed volunteer staff and supplies to address the 

humanitarian crisis along the southern border caused by thousands of Central 

American refugees seeking safety and asylum in the United States, and 2) to 

investigate the feasibility and logistics of future CFJ-sponsored adult immersion trips to 

the border. 

 

A crowdsourced fundraising drive 

was conducted online by the four 

volunteers to raise money for 

supplies for the refugees. In the five 

weeks prior to and during the trip to 

McAllen, a total of $15,963 was 

raised. All this money was spent in 

McAllen, TX at local businesses as 

well as large discount clothing 

retailers on basic necessities such as 

underwear, socks, clothing and 

toiletries that were urgently needed 

for the hundreds of refugee men, women and children who arrived at the Respite 

Center each day.   

 

In appreciation for the generosity of our donors, we wish to share this account of how 

the money was spent, and even more importantly, of what we experienced, during our 

days in McAllen. 
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borderwork      

Participants* 
 

  

Rocky Balsamo 
Board Chair Emeritus, CFJ 

 

Erin Dolan 
Board Chair Emeritus, CFJ 

 

Stephanie Peddicord 
President, CFJ 

 

Mary Vanderhoof 
Former Board Member, CFJ 

 
 

 

 

* All participants paid their own expenses, including transportation, meals, and lodging, 

so that 100% of your donations went to supplies for the refugee families 
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Humanitarian Respite Center 
Catholic Charities of the Rio Grande Valley 
McAllen, Texas 
 

The Humanitarian Respite Center 

(HRC), run by Sr Norma Pimentel, MJ, 

the executive director of Catholic 

Charities of the Rio Grande Valley, 

was initiated in June of 2014 as a 

direct response to the refugee relief 

crisis in the Rio Grande Valley of 

Texas. The refugees endure a 

dangerous and grueling trek to reach 

the US, much of the way on foot, 

traveling over 1,500 to 2,000 miles from Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, enduring 

hunger, thirst, and often violence or predation, most with young children in tow. All the 

refugees we saw at the HRC had children with them or were pregnant; under the “Flores 

settlement” they must be released from detention centers within 20 days. Many other 

refugees that arrive individually are either immediately deported or can be held in 

detention centers for months to years awaiting an asylum hearing. A common 

misconception is that the refugees have entered the US “illegally”; however, it is legal under 

US law to seek asylum. After crossing the border, the refugees quickly surrender to Border 

Patrol and are brought to one of the ICE detention 

centers to be processed. If they have someone in the 

US who will agree to act as their sponsor, they can be 

released from detention and go to their sponsor to 

await an asylum hearing, but they must arrange their 

own transportation, a daunting task without money or 

English skills. So, the HRC provides showers and clean 

clothes, food and shelter for 24 to 48 hours, and help 

in contacting their sponsor and making transportation 

arrangements. We met refugees traveling to sponsors 

in California, Utah, Ohio, Michigan, Nevada, New York, 

New Jersey, and Florida; virtually all over the US. 
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Impact of Your Donation 
We went to McAllen with the Catholic Social 

Teaching principle of subsidiarity in mind. Rather 

than decide in advance what we thought the 

money that was generously donated should be 

spent on, we waited until we got there to learn 

from the HRC staff what was most needed. Our 

“advance team” that arrived on April 27th consisted 

of Erin Dolan and 

Mary Vanderhoof. 

They quickly saw that toiletry items, and particularly 

deodorant, was in short supply, so they headed to several 

local Dollar Tree stores to purchase toothpaste, 

toothbrushes, combs and deodorant. They spent a lot of 

time making up toiletry bags, which the refugee families 

receive on arrival at HRC.  

 

Erin & Mary also saw the need for clothing. The bags of donated clothing at HRC had not 

been sorted due to the shortage of volunteer staff, and when they began to sort clothes, 

it quickly became apparent that most of the donations were not usable, either because 

they were out of season (it was 93 degrees in McAllen and there were bags of winter 

clothing) or because they were too large (Central American men and women tend to 

need Small and Medium sizes, whereas most donations were larger sizes). So, they asked 

local people where the best bargains on clothing were and went shopping at two local 

discount clothing stores. For underwear, Casa Kevin in 

McAllen was our “go to” store, where we could get a dozen 

pairs of children’s underwear for around $8. We also got 

good buys on socks there, which were in high demand to 

replace socks that had been worn out on the long, arduous 

trip from Guatemala and Honduras to Texas. The one item 

we were not able to purchase nearly enough of was 

shoelaces. Every man, women, and child who arrives at 

HRC needs shoelaces, since ICE confiscates them when 



 

 

6 

 

they place the refugees in detention (presumably because they could be used as a 

choking weapon). Almost every store we went to told us they were sold out of shoelaces, 

or they had very few. 

On Day 3, Rocky and Stephanie arrived, 

which expanded our capabilities both for 

shopping and stocking clothing at HRC. Now 

the challenge became trying to find men’s, 

women’s and children’s discount clothing in 

large enough quantities to meet the needs of 

up to 600 refugees arriving daily. We 

considered local thrift shops for used 

clothing, but we knew it would be very hit-

or-miss to find the quantity of clothing we 

needed in the proper sizes and at the lowest 

prices possible. We somewhat reluctantly 

then turned to Walmart, setting aside our 

feelings about their labor practices, to 

maximize our shopping efficiency and our 

purchasing power and clothe as many people 

as quickly as possible. The average price of adult shirts we purchased was around $3, 

and we purchased pants for men and women 

ranging in price from $5 to $19 (mainly in the 

middle of that range). Children’s clothing was just 

a little less expensive. We filled four large shopping 

carts on three consecutive days with hundreds of 

men’s, women’s, and children’s pants and shirts. 

Over the course of 5 days in McAllen, through your 

generosity, we estimate that we were able to 

supply new clothing and toiletry items to over 

2,000 men, women, and children.  

While the dollar amounts and numbers of clothing 

items and people served may or may not seem 

impressive, they cannot capture the intangible, 

BorderworX by the Numbers 

• 4 volunteers 

• 5 days 

• 170 service hours 

• 154 donors 

• $15,963 donated 

• 2000+ men, women 

and children welcomed 

to America and given a 

chance for safety, 

security, and a new life  
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priceless value that your generous donations brought to the refugee families. It was so 

incredibly gratifying and moving to be able to offer the people we met new clothing and 

see the pride restored to a mother’s eyes as we gave her a new outfit for her child, to 

see the dignity restored to a young man’s face as we offered him a new pair of pants 

and a shirt, or to see the relief on a teenage girl’s face when we offered her a new bra 

and panties. Over and over, the sincere thanks they offered, the warm embraces, and 

their blessings on us assured us that these simple purchases had done so much more 

than provided clean clothes – they had restored hope and dignity to these brave, 

grateful, and exhausted people. 

 

  

Over the course of 5 days in McAllen, 

through your generosity, we estimate 

that we were able to supply new 

clothing and toiletry items to over 

2,000 men, women, and children. 



 

 

8 

 

Participant Reflections  
 

The week in McAllen was intense and emotional, and the participants posted their 

reactions and reflections on the experience on social media. Below are some of their 

unedited posts. 

 

Day 2 Mission to McAllen: another exhausting but gratifying day at the Respite 

Center. Erin Dolan and I  shopped this morning for clothing, toiletries and 

shoelaces. Then we arrived at the Respite Center and got the clothing ready to 

distribute. Many of the families who arrived yesterday were preparing today to leave 

and go to many different parts of the country: Houston, Ohio, Utah, California, 

Brooklyn were just some of the destinations I heard. We tried to make sure they 

had clean clothes for themselves and their children to take on the journey. But 

sadly, with so many hundreds of men, women and children arriving daily, we ran 

out of everything except socks and underwear (which we bought lots of yesterday). 

We watched groups depart with nothing but a couple of sandwiches and bottled 

waters for their long journeys. 

At 5 pm a bus with around 130 new migrants was dropped off by Border Patrol. I 

thanked God that I had time to make up enough bags before they arrived. As you 

can see in the picture, they are lined up on both sides of the hallway and we greet 

each family and give them a red shopping bag with a tube of toothpaste, a 

toothbrush, a deodorant and a comb in it. I asked them "Quantos ninos?" And add 

a toothbrush for each child.  

Each family is asked where they are going and the Catholic Charities staff meets 

with each one to help them arrange transport  to their destinations. Then they are 

fed, and line up to take a shower in the trailers out back. They will spend the night 

sleeping on gym mats on the floor. They use port-a-potties in the yard as well. They 

have suffered so much to get here, they have left behind absolutely everything, and 

the conditions are far from ideal, and yet they are so very grateful. Many are sick, 

and there are so many pregnant women! I saw a single mother who had come 

across the border with 4 children in tow. One mother walked off the bus with a baby 

at her breast. They wait in endless lines so patiently. They care lovingly for their 

children. They are our sisters. They are our brothers. They are Christ in our midst. 

And I am so grateful to be here with them! 

“They have suffered so much to 

get here, they have left behind 

absolutely everything, and the 

conditions are far from ideal, 

and yet they are so very 

grateful.” 
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“The hallways are filled with lines and lines of people, 

waiting. I don’t think they even know what they’re 

waiting for. They have become accustomed to being at 

the mercy of others….” 
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“There are so many children, and they are the 

most heart-wrenching. So many kids came 

today in bare feet – not a single pair of shoes.” 
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“More than clothing: renewed self-esteem. 

Restored dignity.” 
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“Around 7 we were told that 3 more buses with about 200 more people were coming…The first 

people off the first bus were 3 young women, each holding newborn babies wrapped in pink-

and-blue-striped hospital receiving blankets…I saw the Christ child, also born in poverty to a 

tired, frightened, teenage mother. My heart was broken yet again.” 
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“The only reason my life is different from the people we met in McAllen is because of where I was born. 

I didn’t earn this luxury, this gift. It was an accident of my birth. 
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Julie Ahmed-Jussaume 
Sally Amatucci 

Michele Arnold 

Patricia Ashmont 

Dolores Balsamo 

Gina Balsamo 

Rocco Balsamo IV 

Jo Balsamo Wood 

Hutoxi D. Bardoliwalla 

Tom Bartolomei 

Carol Bertone 

Sue & Chris Bishop 

Lynn Bowen 

Rebecca Brand 

Jackie Brendel 

Karen Brenner 

Lee Briody 

Samantha Briscese 

Joanie Brooks 

Linda Brown 

Dawn Buckalew 

Patricia Burton 

Michele Ciprut 

Edward Coyle 

Mary Danis 

Mary Ann Daulerio 

Jan & Chris Davidson 

Matt Davidson 

Jeanne Davie 

Adam and Kelly Day 

Rita & Neomi De Anda 

Lynn DeClemente Losavio 

Joan DeGregory 

Rose DiCenzo 

Anne & Paul Disfier 

Sara Durand 

Seeaflia Ellis 

Roberta Ellsworth 

Gil & Shannon Erlich 

Joyce Felsenfeld 

Andrea Fereshteh 

Lindsay Ferriter 

Jacqueline Flannery 

Nikki Fogler-Haag 

Anne Forcella Skalitza 

Karyn Frey 

Kathleen Fulham 

Michael Gallo 

Diana Michelle Goffe 

Megan Gordon 

Marisa Graziano 

Matthew Greeley 

Lory Greene 

Maureen Gallagher 

Dan & Jan Guilbert 

Kristen Gurdin 

Dayna Hanna  

MaryAnn & Michael 

Heenehan 

Joanne Hejda 

Mary Higgins 

Kathleen Hilla 

Lisa & Steve Hinson 

Thomas Hogan 

Kim Hood 

Gloria & David Hurwitz 

Ann-Marie Jaeger 

Sushma & Nirmal Jain 

Kristin Javier 

Megan Johnson 

Elizabeth Kelly 

Lenore Kelly

Noah & Jesse 

Kochanowicz 

Julie Koveloski 

Frederick Lahm III 

Kati Larson 

Cheryl Lavallee 

Bonnie & Ken Likely 

Sandra Lillis 

Joan Lind 

Suzanne Loughlin 

Maureen Lucinese 

Mary Malley 

Christine Mariano 

The Marshall Family  

Annette Maurer 

Marian Mccaghey 

Joe & Dorothy McDonald 

Janet McGlauflin 

Kathy McGlinchy 

Rose Ann McGlynn 

Carol Mendenko 

Kate Michalski 

Sprout University SOTA 

Stacey Moncrieff 

Inigo Montoya 

Michele Niederer 

Christopher Paladino 

Sal & Albert Paladino 

Marilyn Parente 

Tracey Partington 

Rebecca Pearson 

Suzanne Pisano 

Lorraine Porcella 

Brian Reavey 

Frances & Robert Reavey 

Christine Redman 

Michele & Gene Rice 

Katie Riewe 

Nancy Robertson 

Aidan Rooney 

Bonnie Ruch 

Sandra Ryan 

Helen Sanford 

Trish Scalese 

Maureen Scheckel 

Bernadette Scrape 

Kathleen Seitz 

Deborah Seme 

Christianne & Orhan 

Sevinc 

Susan Stringfellow 

Arshia Sultan Akbari 

Eva Szmutko 

Tom & Sandy Tarca 

Julie Tattoni 

Payal Thakkar 

Kimberly Tither 

Gabi Vajtay 

Anne Veno 

Jim Vogt 

Lynn Voigtsberger 

Roxanne & Joe W.K. 

Linda Walker 

Renee Wefer 

Lisa Wheeler 

Steve & Chris Wilcox 

Nancy Williamson 

Danielle Miller Winrow 

Kate Wright 

Sue & Chris Wronsky 

David & Ann Youmans 

Jill Young 

Linda Zappacosta 

Phil Zorzi 

Thank you to all our generous donors! 
We could not have done this without you!  
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What Now? 
We greatly appreciate what you have done, but if you want to do more, here are some suggestions: 

Donations 
HRC needs the following items (Bold items are most needed): 

Deodorant, toothpaste, toothbrushes, combs, washcloths, etc.) 

Shoes (sandals, tennis shoes, loafers, etc.) for men, women, children and infants of all sizes 

Shoelaces 

Clothes (pants, t-shirts, blouses, underclothing, socks, etc.) for children and adults of all sizes 

(Adults need mainly Small and Medium sizes) 

Baby supplies for toddlers (Pampers, baby wipes, baby bottles, etc.)  

Sealed snack food (single serving granola bars, chips, peanut butter & cheese crackers, etc.) 

Gift cards to purchase food items 

Phone cards 

Plastic bags for families to pack sandwiches, snacks, and water for their trip. 

 

Cash or in-kind donations can be sent to: 

Catholic Charities RGV Humanitarian Respite Center 

111 S. 15th St. 

McAllen, TX 78501 

956-702-4088 

The Respite Center also has an Amazon Wishlist (although you may find better prices elsewhere): 

 https://www.amazon.com/gp/registry/wishlist/JJVAJFS3VIIQ/ 

 

 

Advocacy 
Many wonderful Catholic organizations are advocating for immigration reform and humane 

treatment of asylum seekers. See the links below to learn how you can add your voice to theirs: 

https://networklobby.org/issues/immigration/ 

https://www.sistersofmercy.org/get-involved/advocate-for-social-justice/seeking-just-and-

humane-immigration-reform/ 

https://www.kinoborderinitiative.org/advocacy/ 

https://www.hopeborder.org/ 

 

Join Us 
Do you think you’d like to volunteer at the Humanitarian Respite Center in McAllen? We are planning 

trips for Fall 2019 and Spring 2020. If you’re interested in learning more, please email Mary 

Vanderhoof at mary.vanderhoof@gmail.com to receive information as we make the plans. 

  

https://www.amazon.com/gp/registry/wishlist/JJVAJFS3VIIQ/
https://networklobby.org/issues/immigration/
https://www.sistersofmercy.org/get-involved/advocate-for-social-justice/seeking-just-and-humane-immigration-reform/
https://www.sistersofmercy.org/get-involved/advocate-for-social-justice/seeking-just-and-humane-immigration-reform/
https://www.kinoborderinitiative.org/advocacy/
https://www.hopeborder.org/
mailto:mary.vanderhoof@gmail.com
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Sr. Norma Pimentel, MJ Coming to Speak at CFJ! 
 

The Magdalene Circle started as a CFJ passion project in 2017 and continues to grow, thanks in no 

small way to the amazing women of faith who have shared their wisdom with and inspired us at our 

annual gathering, starting with Kerry Robinson and Christine Schenk and, this year, Sr. Norma 

Pimentel. On November 15, 2019, we invite women of faith with a passion for social justice and 

young people to join us for a luncheon and keynote address by Sr. Norma. Come be inspired and 

learn more about how women of faith are using their talent and treasure to shape the next 

generation of Catholic leaders. 

 


