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Ministry provides relief for Tioga County’s poor

By Mike Latona
Staff writer

OWEGO — For its small-town set-
ting, this office has all the hustle and
bustle of a big-city corporation.

And, according to its director, life at
the Tioga County Rural Ministry is es-
pecially hectic at holiday time.

“I want to go into the (office’s) food
cupboard and stay there until after
Christmas,” laughed Sister Noreen
Graney, RSM.

Sister Graney explained that low-
income residents of this Southern Tier
county are frequently strapped in
December, largely because they have
already spent much of their regular
earnings on Christmas gifts.

The ministry’s director described
onerecent day’s activities at her office:

“A -man showed up at the St

- Patrick’s Church rectory looking for
- food, and he was sent to us. A mother,
: father and child also came in here
. looking for food,” she said.

“Others came in to bring (donations
of) food. We also have a pile of mittens
and hats and gifts that we're putting in
Christmas baskets; there’s hardly any
room to move. And the phone is ring-
ing all the time,” Sister Graney added.

Demands can be overwhelming, be-
cause those people the ministry serves
frequently have nowhere else to turn.

The agency’s newsletter, published
six times per year, describes several ac-
tual cases handled by the ministry.
Portions of the November, 1992, news-
letter detailed a young couple with
four children in search of food stamps;

" a woman who needed to borrow $30

for a dental appointment as well as cab

. fare to get to the dentist’s office; and a

young woman working as a part-time
waitress who sought assistance for her
rent payment,

Publicizing these cases has proven
effective in emphasizing the plight of
those in need, said Sister Graney. “We
always get an increase in donations the
first couple of weeks after the newslet-

Babette G. Augustlhoto editor
Volunteer Kathryn Guinan prepares
-food boxes for families who have

signed up for assistance.
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Sister Noreen Graney, RSM, (right), director of the Tioga County Rural Ministry,
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Moesch another food basket to fill at the ministry’s Owego office Dec. 17.

ter comes out,” she remarked.

Financial assistance is one of many
ways in which the ministry serves
Tioga County residents. The agency
also provides emergency service from
its food cupboard, as well as Thanks-
giving and Christmas baskets.

Ministry staff and volunteers make
regular visits to the sick and elderly. In
addition, a group of about 60 students
from the State University of New York
College at Geneseo work in conjunc-
tion with the ministry by voluntarily
performing home-improvement
projects for Tioga County shut-ins.

The ministry, which began in 1978,

was originally housed in St. Patrick’s
convent, 298 Main St., Owego, and rec-
tory basement, 300 Main St. In 1988 the
office moved to a larger facility, lo-
cated in the center of the village, at 60
North Ave.
. Sister Graney, who has served at
Tioga County Rural Ministry since
1985, became the agency’s director two
years ago. Remaining staff members
include Sister Pat Colla, RSM, and Joan
Basel, a part-time worker.

This staff is buoyed by nearly 100
volunteers. Sister Graney emphasized
that those connected with the ministry
come from a variety of religious de-
nominations.

“We get excellent support from the
“people in the area,” she said.

Funding for the ministry is provided
through the Sisters of Mercy as well as
the five Roman Catholic parishes lo-
cated in Tioga County: St. Margaret
Mary, 1110 Pennsylvania Ave., Apala-
chin; St. James, 503 Clark St., Waverly;
St. John the Evangelist, 24 Rock St.,
Newark Valley; St. Francis of Assisi,

Route 96, Catatonk; and St. Patrick’s.

These organizations contribute an
annual total of $15,000. The ministry
also relies heavily on private dona-
tions.

Sister Graney reported that her of-
fice provided assistance totaling ap-
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Bishop Matthew H. Clark visits with Mary Graham during a tour of Tioga

County on Oct. 17, 1979.

proximately $20,000 for the months of
July, August and September of 1992.

Not only does the ministry try to
help assist people in short-term situa-
tions, but it also offers counseling so
that Tioga County residents can be-
come more self-sufficient.

“We try to do something toward a
permanent solution to their difficulty,”
Sister Graney remarked.

She noted that the people the agency
assists are often an inspiration to her,
especially those whose own generosity
leads them to financial hardship.

“I constantly reflect on all the les-
sons they teach me,” she said. “With-
out their knowing it, they're certainly
following the precepts of Jesus. They
share, and invite others to come into
their homes. But we might find this
impractical; we’d say they should have
kept the money for themselves.”

Most of those requesting financial
assistance are lent money with the
understanding that they pay it back as
soon as possible. However, Sister
Graney admitted, “repayment is not

real high.”

On the other hand, ministry vol-
unteer Sheila Fullerton noted that resi-
dents do occasionally show their ap-
preciation. -~

““People are So grateful that they not
‘only pay back the money they bor-
rowed, but they ask if they can help in
a particular way,” said Fullerton.

One such example is Sharon Pond,
an Owego resident and mother of four.
She and her husband, Frank, first
received assistance from the agency
about four years ago.

“They can always point me in the
right direction,” said the 31-year-old
Pond, who was just named to the min-
istry’s advisory board in September.
“They are always there to help.”

Pond noted that, based on current
economic conditions, the agency’s ser-
vices have become more invaluable
than ever.

“Without help from the pantry,
you’d have a lot of starving families —
especially children, because they can't
fend for themselves,” Pond said.
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