Stories of Our Sisters

In her heart, mind, and soul, every one of our Sisters follows the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. That call, the voice driving her, helps each Sister find that niche, her own particular challenge. Whether it is heard in teaching the "unteachable," nurturing the physically distressed, or feeding the hungry, each particular cadence resonates with hope.  The following is Sister Marie Suzanne Hoffman's story! 
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Sister Marie Suzanne Hoffman ~ Coordinator Flower City Habitat for Humanity   

In 1822, the American poet John Howard Payne penned the famous lines, “Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home.” At Flower City Habitat for Humanit y, our mission is not simply to build houses but to build homes so that neighbor can unite with neighbor for the development of community and the revitalization of our city. Certainly, the charism of the Sisters of Saint Joseph is evident in this ministry.

Housing is a global issue. One-third of the inhabitants of the world live in substandard housing. One billion people live in urban slums, and that number is estimated to double in 20 years. Jimmy Carter whose involvement with Habitat is legend says that when Americans talk about human rights, we think of voting rights or freedom of speech. For many in our world, human rights means having a decent home to live in. Thanks to Habitat for Humanity, every eight minutes around the world, a family moves into a house that is truly home. 

My ministry carries on the SSJ education tradition because my current involvement is with high school and college students. I do presentations about the Flower City Habitat’s current building program and acquaint them with the issues facing our homeowners and the JOSANA neighborhood, the area near the soccer stadium where we hope to build 100 houses. 

I encourage them to get involved by volunteering on the build sites and in the Re Store, our home improvement building materials. I invite them to participate in the Summer Immersion program during which they live together for a week of total Habitat involvement with speakers, activities, and lots of interaction with Habitat homeowners. I also encourage them to fund-raise so that our building program can continue. RIT has donated an entire house worth $90,000 and did all of the volunteer labor on it!! The University of Rochester co-sponsored a house at $10,000 and will do the same next year. Nazareth College has started a Habitat club as have several of our local high schools. McQuaid has organized an annual Hike for Habitat and has raised over $8,000 toward cosponsorship. The energy and enthusiasm of all these students is heartwarming.

Currently we are building in the JOSANA neighborhood, a very blighted area. About 40% of the properties are either vacant or boarded up. That constitutes 33 football fields! Sixty percent of the properties are rental; 75 % of the landlords live outside the state and 8% live out of the country. Twenty-nine percent of children under six have dangerous levels of lead poisoning.

We are making a difference. When families have a stable home good things happen. Ninety-eight percent of the children of Habitat homeowners graduate from high school or get a GED; 72% go on to some level of post high school education; 100% of the children have annual physical and dental work;75% of our homeowners are involved in some kind of volunteer work with churches, schools or Neighborhood Watch programs. When our potential homeowners have finished their 450 hours of “sweat equity” and the house is finished, we have a dedication ceremony. Often I am asked to do the prayer. It is a sacred moment of thanksgiving for the many volunteers of all ages and walks of life who have contributed their talents and resources for this day. I also ask God’s blessing on this family and the entire neighborhood. The homeowners receive a hammer to commemorate all their hours of work. Then they receive a Bible We know that unless the Lord builds the house they labor in vain who build it. Finally, the homeowner gets to say a few words to the family, friends, and Habitat volunteers assembled. 

Many say that this is a dream come true. No one in their family has ever owned a house. They see this as a heritage for their children who will have their very own room for the first time in their lives. One little girl took us one by one into her room and pointed to the purple ceiling fan and exclaimed, “It’s my favorite color!” Some homeowners are so filled with emotion that words fail as the tears come but the smiles of gratitude speak for themselves. At one dedication, the homeowner’s three adult sons talked about how proud they were of their mom and then carried her across the threshold to the cheers and applause of all of us. At another dedication, the two little boys had their heads shaved with the house number of their new home. 

It is humbling to be part of something so extraordinary. It is humbling to know that what I do is helping change people’s lives and end a cycle of poverty. It is a blessing to know that a Sister of Saint Joseph is helping unite neighbor with neighbor and recreating the face of Rochester.

