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Co-facilitator Notes 

 Immersion experiences are a kind of spiritual pilgrimage or journey that takes us to the margins 
of society so that we can meet with and learn from those who suffer neglect and oppression.   

There are four immersion experiences within the program. These are essential elements of 
the overall JustFaith experience. Through these immersion experiences, participants have the 
opportunity to put faces and stories and deeper meaning to the materials and discussions 
occurring in the weekly sessions.   

These experiences depend upon local resources and opportunities, making it impractical for the 
JustFaith Ministries office to craft materials that are relevant to all local situations. Instead of 
providing specific content, this document offers some general guidelines and strategies for 
planning effective immersion experiences. 

Overview  
The JustFaith program emphasizes the importance of connecting with the poor and vulnerable. 
The structures and designs of cities, neighborhoods, and societies often result in the rich and 
poor being isolated from each other. For there to be relationship, reconciliation, and 
restoration, there must first be an effort to gather as one people. People of faith must cross 
barriers that divide us and put ourselves in the presence of those who are hidden from view and 
ignored. Many of us must move from a place of comfort and familiarity and be willing to cross 
a kind of physical and/or spiritual border to be present to people in situations different from 
our own.  

 It is critical that communities of faith craft bridges between people of wealth and people in 
need, and between people who are engaged in the struggle for justice and those who are not. 
Immersion experiences are attempts to build these bridges and provide real stories that bring 
deeper meaning to the materials and discussions occurring in the group sessions.  
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This point cannot be overemphasized: co-facilitators need to shoulder the responsibility of 
making sure these experiences happen. We encourage you to seek help from previous JustFaith 
facilitators at your church or from local JustFaith leaders. The following are some suggestions 
to help co-facilitators in planning and executing the immersion experiences.  

Importance of Immersion Experiences 
It must be emphasized that these experiences are critical to the success of the JustFaith 
process. While it is important for the group to read the books, see and discuss the films, etc., 
the immersion experiences provide a real-life, face-to-face encounter with our vulnerable 
brothers and sisters. These kinds of experiences have a track record of significantly impacting 
participants. These encounters can be deeply moving and often demand a kind of rethinking 
and reorientation that we associate with the prompting of God’s Spirit. Not surprisingly, past 
participants report that they are very grateful for having had these experiences, and they feel 
that the immersions were an essential component of their JustFaith experience.  If participants 
miss out on this part of the program, it would lessen the impact of an essential step of this 
transformation process.  

The immersion experiences offer an opportunity for participants to hear the stories and 
struggles directly from the people who live the struggle. Therefore, these experiences are not 
to be “service experiences” where the group paints a room at a local homeless shelter or 
serves lunch at a soup kitchen, for example. Immersions are to be designed specifically so that 
direct connections can be made and conversations held between participants and those they are 
visiting.  

“We imagine no one standing outside of [the] circle [of compassion], moving ourselves 
closer to the margins so that the margins themselves will be erased.”  

— Greg Boyle, S.J., founder and executive director of Homeboy Industries and author 
of Tattoos on the Heart: The Power of Boundless Compassion. 

 

Scheduling Dates 

Immersion experiences are generally held on Saturdays. Dates for these four experiences need 
to be scheduled well in advance so that participants avoid conflicts with these Saturday 
experiences. The sample calendar in the “JustFaith Getting Started” document includes four 
Saturdays included as “immersion” days. Remember that this is a sample calendar; co-
facilitators need to adapt this schedule as appropriate. Co-facilitators should set up dates so the 
first two experiences occur during the first half of the program and the remaining two 
experiences occur during the second half of the program.  

We recommended that the four immersion dates be chosen at the beginning of your program 
recruitment and be communicated to participants during the discernment meetings and again 
at the first session. 
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Once these dates are established, co-facilitators can then proceed with exploring options for 
these experiences. It is helpful to have each of the immersion experiences planned about six to 
eight weeks prior to the planned immersion date. 

Timeframe  

The JustFaith sample calendar allots a timeframe of 9:00 am–3:00 pm for each of the four 
immersion experiences. This is, admittedly, the upper limit of how long such an experience 
could be. In some cases, less time might be adequate, depending on the nature and location of 
the experience, travel time, lunch plans, etc. Co-facilitators need to ensure that adequate time is 
allowed for a rich and in-depth experience with ample time for reflection.  

Planning Ahead 

One of the most critical ingredients to ensure a good experience is to begin to arrange 
the immersion experiences and make contacts in advance. We suggest that this be done 
two months before the event. Often these days can be established at the beginning of the 
program and then opportunities found that fit those available dates.  

Co-facilitators will probably discover that agencies and ministries are eager and more than 
pleased to have the opportunity to introduce the group to their work. Agencies and ministries 
are motivated to increase community understanding of their programs, and it is not difficult to 
imagine that some of the people in the JustFaith group—after the JustFaith program is 
completed—might decide to involve themselves in an ongoing relationship at one of the sites 
that the group visits. Tips for working with agency staff can be found on page 7. 

A checklist for co-facilitators is provided as Attachment A and can be used to plan each of 
these experiences. This list includes all the steps needed to make these experiences successful. 
Each co-facilitator may want to take on the responsibility for planning one or two of these 
experiences.  

Key Elements for Immersion Experiences 

Co-facilitators work to integrate three elements into each of the immersion experiences. These 
include:  

1. Face-to-Face Encounters — Participants must have some kind of personal interaction 
during these experiences. In other words, while an AIDS Walk (to raise money) or 
collecting canned goods or pounding nails at a Habitat for Humanity site are all worthy 
experiences, these are customarily done in the absence of an encounter with those who 
are hungry, homeless, or vulnerable. These types of experiences do not serve the 
purposes intended by immersion experiences, because personal connections with the 
poor are the essential element in the immersion experience.  

These opportunities need to provide ample time to hear stories and make connections. 
This is best done by asking an organization to facilitate an experience that would 
provide an extended visit with the people that the organization represents or serves. It is 
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important to make sure that the people meeting with your group have agreed in advance 
to share their stories and their struggles.  This element is usually coordinated through 
agency staff. 

Many possible situations can ensure the opportunity for face-to-face interactions. (See 
examples below.) A trip to the soup kitchen, for example, works well if participants sit 
down and have a meal and conversation with people who are hungry and rely on the 
services of local soup kitchens. Another frequently available option is to attend a 
dinner/worship for migrant workers or refugees, and arrange to have opportunities to 
interact person to person or in small groups.  

Another option is to ask a local agency that facilitates the settlement of refugees to 
arrange a meeting with various recently resettled refugees who can talk about their 
experience, the situation in their country of origin, and the obstacles involved in coming 
to a new country. For many groups in or near urban centers, the possibilities are going 
to be quite numerous.  

2. Staff Insights — Immersion experiences should also include the voice of one who has 
worked extensively with the people you will meet. In other words, if a JustFaith group 
visits the soup kitchen to have a meal with those being served, there should also be time 
spent with one of the staff or a long-time volunteer who has developed rapport with the 
guests. While the conversation is certainly enriched by someone who can also speak to 
how this work is integrated with his/her own faith, this is not absolutely necessary. 
What is necessary is that this person can offer insights and reflections that help the 
group understand the experience of the marginalized. It is even better if the 
spokesperson can begin to help the group to see the root causes or the root solutions to 
the overall problem or issue.  

3. Discussion and Reflection — It is also important that the experience include some kind 
of opportunity for group reflection on the experience. In some cases, this time includes 
an opportunity for participants to simply share what they saw, heard, felt, and thought. 
It can also include some key reflections on relevant insights of faith (biblical, theological, 
testimonial, etc.). Refer to page 10 for further information on this topic. 

Finding Immersion Opportunities 
JustFaith co-facilitators with some experience in social ministry are going to feel quite 
comfortable with the planning and executing these experiences. Others with less experience 
may feel a bit intimidated. For those in this latter category, feel free to ask for help. Resources 
include: 
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 The church staff and/or pastor  

They often know of excellent places that would make a immersion a good experience. 
Another resource for these experiences could be the church tithing list. 

 Other church members who are involved in these ministries  

Most likely the church staff can refer you to church members for further information. 
Frequently, church members who volunteer at agencies would be eager to work with you to 
create an experience at those agencies. 

 Experienced JustFaith co-facilitators in your area  

Former JustFaith co-facilitators are excellent sources of information on immersion 
experiences that are available in your community. If there have been JustFaith groups in 
your area and you would like a local contact, call or email the JustFaith Ministries office. 
You could ask these co-facilitators to create a list of immersion locations, what worked, and 
what didn't work. You could then add your own experiences and pass the list to next year’s 
JustFaith groups. 

 Other resources  

Co-facilitators might also check with the local Department of Social Services and local 
agencies that provide services to low income people within the community. 

Finally, it is not necessary to limit this search to exclusively Christian projects or organizations.  

Examples of Immersion Experiences 

The following are some of the experiences that JustFaith groups have created for their 
immersion experience days. These ideas are derived from best-case scenarios, given the 
testimonies and experiences of groups in previous years. There is certainly room for creativity 
and trailblazing, but all experiences need to include all three elements as discussed on pages 4-5. 
Some experiences might be easier to arrange as an evening experience. 

 Have a meal and spend time with those who are served in a soup kitchen 

 Visit a homeless shelter and spend time with the homeless 

 Visit a day center for the homeless or elderly 

 Visit a local prison and share conversation with some of the prisoners 

 Visit a halfway house for those who have recently been released from prison  

 Spend time with migrant workers working in the area 

 Meet with immigrants/refugees who have resettled in the area; meet them for a 
dinner event or share part of their work day if possible 

 Visit a nursing home that specializes in the care of AIDS patients 

 Meet with people affected by HIV/AIDs through a local AIDS social service 
agency  
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 Meet with the poor who are served by a local community emergency service 
[food and rent emergencies or things like Red Cross housing for victims of fire 
and natural disaster] 

 Visit an agency that works with youth on nonviolence issues 

 Visit with mothers who are on welfare  

 Visit with single parents trying to live on minimum wage (part of an exploration 
of the living wage discussion) 

 Meet with farmers from small family-owned farms 

 Meet with elderly persons who are poor and on a fixed income 

 Meet with staff and volunteers from an inner city after school program 

 Meet with volunteers and students from an “English as a Second Language” class 

 Visit halfway houses for men or women recovering from addiction  

 Visit an inner city, poor church; talk with members about challenges church 
members face 

 Visit a drug or alcohol rehabilitation center and talk with patients 

 Participate in a dismantling racism workshop (if available locally) 

 Spend a day at a Catholic Worker house or L’Arche community 

 Go to an environmental encounter sponsored by a local group working on clean 
water, air pollution, strip mining, etc. 

 Spend a day on a Native American reservation if available 

 Arrange a tour with local housing activists who can help the group understand 
substandard housing, tenement housing, tenant rights, etc. 

 Visit an inner city free neighborhood clinic to learn from staff the inequalities in 
health care and effects of lack of insurance 

 

JustFaith co-facilitators from around the country have shared some of their experiences in 
Attachment B. 

Please connect with the JustFaith Ministries staff if you would like to discuss an idea you have 
for a immersion experience or if you would like to discuss how to integrate certain components 
into the experience. 

 Sometimes it is necessary to divide the group due to the awkwardness that can be caused by 
too many visitors being present in certain settings. If this is the case, feel free to divide the 
group in two and provide two separate options on a given day. Half the participants and a co-
facilitator could go to each experience. The next immersion experience could be designed with 
the same options. Participants would then divide into the same groups and attend the opposite 
option on that day. 
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Suggestions for Churches in Rural Areas  

Rural areas tend to not have as many social service agencies as urban areas do. Here are some 
ideas for rural immersion experiences that might be helpful: 

 Meet with farmers from small family-owned farms or a farmers’ cooperative to learn 
about the challenges they face within the farming industry. Such conversations could 
include asking about what support they receive through the national Farm Bill and 
how they navigate the various grain and livestock commodities markets; what 
challenges do they face resulting from free trade agreements and the globalization of 
the food and agriculture markets 

 Visit with immigrants who have resettled or are working in the area 

 If there are groups of Native Americans who live on reservations in the area, set up a 
visit to their local community center or gathering spot and listen to their stories of 
working the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

 Talk to the chaplain at a local jail or connect with another local church community 
that offers a prison ministry or outreach to recently released prisoners 

Another way to identify potential experiences in your area is to talk with a social worker either 
at the local school district or in a nearby hospital and find out what agencies they work with to 
help people who need emergency assistance with food, clothing or shelter. Some communities 
have social service clearinghouse agencies that might be able to direct you to organizations. 
Lastly, some middle schools and high schools have community service requirements for their 
students; talk with the school resource person who oversees this project to find out what 
opportunities they make available to students. 

Working with Agency Staff  

As co-facilitators connect with agency staff to arrange for one of these experiences, it is 
essential to share information contained in the Information Sheet for Agencies, Attachment C. Be 
sure to stress with agency staff that these are to be experiences that provide personal 
connections with those they serve. These are not service opportunities because providing 
service to the agency most often precludes having in-depth connections with the people served.  

Ask the agency staff to help you set up a meaningful experience based on the essential key 
elements described above. Most of the time, agency staff prearrange for people to share their 
stories with the group. This advance planning avoids the awkwardness that is sometimes 
present with people who may not want to share. 

You may want to make a donation to each agency that hosts your group. This isn't an 
expectation on the part of the agencies, but you may want to support their work and thank 
them in this way. If you do not have a church fund for this, you could ask for a $3 to $5 
donation from each participant. 
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Participant Anxieties about Immersion Experiences  

Generally, participants have not had many opportunities to spend quality time with low income 
people who are struggling to live dignified lives. It is very common for participants to have 
anxieties about these experiences. Prior to the first immersion event, it might be helpful to let 
participants express their concerns and offer reassurances when possible. Use Attachment D 
as needed to facilitate a conversation about what it means to enter into these experiences as if 
you were entering Holy Ground. 

Co-facilitator comments on these anxieties and reassurances include the following: 

“I have found the immersion experiences to be among the most moving parts of the 
JustFaith experience.” 

 “Nothing can compare to actually visiting and meeting the people whose lives are, for 
the most part, devastated by poverty and/or illness.” 

 “The first time we were all terrified. The uncomfortableness of sharing a meal and 
listening to people who appeared very different from us was frightening. The 
overwhelming lesson, of course, was that the similarities were so much greater than the 
differences.” 

“The key is seeing it as a visit with people from whom we can learn rather than charity 
we’re doing.” 

Participants may want to know that many people do not mind sharing their stories. Participants 
can provide a friendly ear and an encouraging voice. Many people who are living an unstable 
life do not have the opportunity to have friendly conversations with someone who is fully 
present and listening and interested in hearing about their lives. 

Often sharing a meal can bring people together quickly; so offer to bring a meal if this is 
appropriate. This can be as easy as everyone bringing two sack lunches, one for themselves and 
one to share or everyone can bring a dish to share.  

Sometimes there may be a sense of intrusion on the part of participants when visiting an 
agency. It is helpful to realize that agency staff or the person with whom you are working would 
not set up an experience that would be intrusive or inappropriate. They have a deep sensitivity 
to this and care deeply about the people they serve. In addition, many times, clients of agencies 
feel that the system has not worked for them and they want to tell their stories to others. Often 
they are looking for people who listen deeply and respectfully—they too desire understanding 
and acknowledgement. 
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Structure of the Immersion Experiences 

At the weekly session before the experience: Give clear guidelines about the discipline of 
maintaining an open heart – avoid judging, presuming, diagnosing, and categorizing people we 
will meet. Welcome, greet and address individual people warmly. Do not focus on what WE 
might perceive to be “problems.” Be on the look out for signs of hope and justice. Ask yourself 
questions like: What am I here to learn, to receive? How do I/we need to be healed? 

Opening Prayer 

Before leaving for the experience: Prayer is an important component of immersions. It is 
recommended that the participants gather for prayer before the experience. This could take 
place outside of the agency or at a gathering place where everyone meets to share rides to the 
agency. See Attachment D for suggestions. 

Open a prayerful space and invite people to share their apprehensions. Remind the group that 
all of this is sacred time, even the uncomfortable experiences. We cannot control how we are 
received, but we can choose to respond with a welcoming and open heart for those we meet. 
Invite participants to hand over their fears, leave behind their presumptions, and walk humbly 
with God.  

Upon arriving at the site and before entering, gather the group for a moment of mindful 
prayer. Invite people to stand in silence to bless the space and the people they are about to visit. 
Remind the participants that they are standing on holy ground.  

Face-to-Face Conversations 

This part of the immersion experience involves JustFaith participants meeting and talking with 
those being served or those who are in vulnerable situations. It is a time when participants are 
afforded the opportunity to hear the stories of those experiencing homelessness or hunger. 
Sometimes each JustFaith participant has the opportunity to interact with another person one-
on-one during this experience, or perhaps two or three participants sit with and hear the story 
of one person, or two or three people who tell their story to the whole group of participants. 
The result is the same: participants get to hear the stories and engage those whom they are 
visiting.  

It is important that the people who have been invited to speak to your group be aware of the 
details of your time with them – the purpose, who will be present, etc., so that they know what 
to expect. Speakers are typically invited by a staff person from a social service agency who 
should prepare them with the information about the nature and intent of the meeting.  

Questions that JustFaith participants could ask (in a respectful, personal, and warm way) of 
people telling their story include: 

 How has your life been affected by being at this agency?  

 Who do you turn to for support? 

 What are the challenges you face everyday? 
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 Have your family and friends been helpful? In what ways? 

 What are your hopes and dreams? 

 What lessons, wisdom, challenges, and questions do you have for us? 
This is not the time for social analysis or prying questions. Participants should be reminded to 
thank and affirm the people with whom they meet. 

Conversation with Agency Staff 

This part of the experience ideally includes an agency staff person who shares his or her 
experience and awareness of the realities and needs of people served by the agency and the 
possible responses to these realities and needs. If a staff person is unavailable for this task, 
arrange to speak with a knowledgeable volunteer or someone from your church social ministry 
office.  

Questions that JustFaith participants ask agency staff at this time could be broad but also 
include a personal dimension. Some examples follow.  

 What is the scope of this social issue within the community? 

 What are the most common struggles faced by the people you serve?  

 What do you see as some of the root causes of the issue? 

 What are some possible solutions to this issue? 

 What drew you to this kind of work?  

 What sustains you?  

 If you had a wish—the money or the power to create a change for the sake of 
the people you serve—what would it be?  

 What frustrates you most about this work/ministry?  

 What lessons or challenges do you have for us?  

  

Reflection and Discussion 

JustFaith participants should gather as a group to reflect on and discuss the experience. In the 
ideal situation this discussion/reflection should take place at the immersion site. However, it 
could also occur at the next weekly session. This may mean adding time to the session, or 
adjusting the schedule for the first or second half to allow 15-20 minutes to debrief from these 
important experiences.  

During the experience, the co-facilitator should be on the lookout for an appropriate symbol 
that could be used as a focusing object for this discussion. Any object that symbolizes the 
experience (i.e., a piece of bread if you went to a soup kitchen, a set of keys if you went to a 
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prison, a cross, or a candle) can be a useful connector for the final sharing. It could be passed 
hand-to-hand around the room or simply placed in the center of the group during the final 
discussion.  

The co-facilitator invites the participants to reflect on the connections, the people, the signs, 
the messages, and the challenges with which they have been gifted. The discussion should be 
personal and a certain level of openness expected. One caveat should be added: participants 
should be asked to refrain from diagnosing the people they have just met, or attempting to 
solve or resolve personal problems that were shared. 

Reflection questions could include: 

 How does it feel being here?  

 Has anything made you feel uncomfortable or resistant to being here?  

 How did the person(s) you spoke with touch you?  

 How do their experiences connect to your life, your faith, and our church?  

 What disturbed, inspired, or challenged you?  

 How was this holy ground?  

 Were you able to move beyond preconceived notions about the people and 
the situation?  

 Where was the grace?  

 How will these people continue to be a part of your story?  

 What questions do you have?  

 What scripture passages or prayers came to mind?  

Closing Prayer 

It is recommended that the participants close with prayer at the end of the experience. This 
could take place outside of the agency. It is a time to give thanks for all of it- the people you 
have encountered and the stories you have had the privilege to hear. See Attachment D for 
suggestions. 

Options for the Third Immersion Experience 

For the third immersion experience, connect with a local community organizing group. The 
intent is to create an experience that offers insights into how organized local poor are trying to 
effect change in the community through community organizing efforts. Co-facilitators can 
determine whether they have an active community organizing group in their area by checking 
the Web sites of the following national community organizing groups. 

Direct Action and Research Training (DART)  

The DART Network includes 18 metropolitan, grassroots community organizations spread 
throughout five states. Each DART affiliate organization is a group of local congregations 
committed to building a powerful, diverse, broad-based, multi-issued and democratically run 
organization for a greater degree of justice. www.thedartcenter.org  

http://www.thedartcenter.org/
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Gamaliel Foundation  

Located in 19 states, the Gamaliel Foundation is a network of interfaith, interracial, multi-issue, 
grassroots organizations working together to create a more just and democratic society. The 
organizations of the Gamaliel Network are vehicles that allow ordinary people to effectively 
participate in the political, environmental, social and economic decisions affecting their lives. 
www.gamaliel.org  

Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF)  

IAF can be found in 18 states and four international locations. They work to build 
organizations whose primary purpose is “power”–defined as “the ability to act”—and whose 
chief product is social change. They continue to practice what the democratic founders of the 
United States preached: the ongoing attempt to make life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness 
everyday realities for more and more Americans. www.industrialareasfoundation.org  

National People's Action (NPA)  

Working in 13 states, NPA builds the power of neighborhood residents through issue-based 
organizing and direct action. NPA crosses geographic boundaries that separate neighborhoods 
and finds national solutions to local issues. www.NPA-us.org   

Pacific Institute for Community Organization (PICO)  

PICO brings people together to strengthen families and improve communities. With more than 
1,000 religious congregations, schools and neighborhood institutions working in 16 states, 
PICO is one of the largest grassroots community organizing efforts in the United States. 
www.piconetwork.org  

Poor People's Economic Human Rights Campaign 

This network of affiliated grassroots organizations, community groups, and non-profit 
organizations make up the campaign which is focused on uniting the poor across color lines as 
the leadership base for a broad movement to abolish poverty. They work to accomplish this 
through advancing economic human rights as named in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, such as the right to food, housing, health, education, and a living wage job. 
www.old.economichumanrights.org   

There may also be a number of other community organizing groups locally or active in your 
state. Do some research to see what groups may be active in your area. If you do find an active 
organization, contact this group to discuss the possibility of having an immersion experience 
with members of this organization.  

 

http://www.gamaliel.org/
http://www.industrialareasfoundation.org/
http://www.npa-us.org/
http://www.piconetwork.org/
www.old.economichumanrights.org%20%20
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Options for the Final Immersion Experience 

The final immersion experience can be similar to the first two options, or it can venture into 
new options. This experience might not include all of the key elements discussed above. For 
example, it might consist of a legislative advocacy experience in which participants prepare 
themselves for and participate in a visit to a local legislator’s office to discuss an issue. It could 
also involve visiting a clear-cut forest or some other manifestation of environmental ruin or 
participating in a community-organizing meeting. The point is that co-facilitators are 
encouraged to broaden the horizon of possibilities as desired. Again, take advantage of local 
resources and opportunities as they arise.  

Co-facilitators might want to introduce a discussion in their groups about two months before 
this final immersion experience and consider what would provide a challenging, complementary 
experience for the group. In other words, let the group decide what it wants to do. Experience 
with facilitating groups suggests that every group is quite different and that there can be 
different dynamics, interests, and energies in each group, so allow for some customizing. 
Encourage the group to plan something that would really challenge the group. 

Another variation for this final experience includes the possibility of allowing each member of 
the group to arrange for his or her own experience so that each person can pursue exactly what 
is of most interest to him or her. Or, if interests are shared among participants, this experience 
could be done in small groups.  

Some groups choose to do more than four immersion experiences because they can be so 
helpful to the JustFaith process. If your group is so inclined, by all means plan and integrate 
more of these experiences. Groups should be deliberate about going to people or places that 
they normally would not go to or notice. JustFaith prompts groups to see what they normally 
do not see, to follow the way of Jesus, and to place themselves in the company of those who 
are often out of sight and get ignored.  

 

Questions and Help 

If you have any questions about an option for an immersion experience, contact the JustFaith 
program director at the JustFaith Ministries office. 
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Attachment A: Checklists 

Immersion Experience Checklist 

Date of Experience: ____________________________ 

Immersion Experience Location: ____________________________   

Address: ________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

Contact Person: ______________________________ Phone Number: ________________ 

Email Address: _____________________________________ 

Co-Facilitator Responsibility Timeframe 

Contact church staff/other community resources for immersion 
experience options (See page 5 for other resources.) 

Four weeks before the JustFaith 
program begins 

 

Select Saturday dates for four immersion experiences  During recruitment phase 

Share calendar with participants  
At discernment meetings and 
again during Week 1 

Discuss experience options with participants   Week 3 or 4 

Call selected agency to discuss the desired experience: 

 Explain the JustFaith program 

 Describe three key elements that you are looking for in 
this experience (See pages 4-5.) 

 Discuss options for the experience with the local agency 

 Discuss timeframe for the activities 

 Discuss responsibilities for components of the day 

 Inquire about fees or costs involved 

 Discuss arrangements for lunch 

 Agree on a date and time 

 Review arrangements for the day   

Two months before desired date 

Share the Information for Agencies with agency contact person 
(Attachment C) 

Two months before a planned 
immersion experience 
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Immersion Experience Checklist Continued 

Co-Facilitator Responsibility Timeframe 

Remind participants of upcoming experience and share 
information on the nature of the planned experience 

One month before a planned 
immersion experience 

Reconnect with the agency providing the experience 

 Review the arrangements, format, timeframe, 
and responsibilities for the day 

 Discuss other logistical arrangements 

Two weeks before a planned 
immersion experience 

Select and review opening and closing prayers  
Two weeks before a planned 
immersion experience 

Remind group of upcoming experience 
Two weeks before a planned 
immersion experience 

Create handout with logistics, map and directions 
Two weeks before a planned 
immersion experience 

Copy and distribute any handouts that may be needed 
for the day (map, prayer, discussion/reflection 
questions, etc.) and Attachment D. 

One week before a planned 
immersion experience 

Discuss transportation to the site (car pool if possible) 
One week before a planned 
immersion experience 

Remind participants of their responsibilities (i.e. lunch 
arrangements, car pooling, etc.) 

One week before 

Evaluate the experience with participants 
The JustFaith session immediately 
following the experience. 

 

Note: Any of the above arrangements for the immersion experiences may be shared among co-
facilitators and some responsibilities may be delegated to members of the group as appropriate.  
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Attachment B: Immersion Examples 

Examples of Immersion Experiences from JustFaith Co-Facilitators 
The following are general comments and examples of immersion experiences that have been 
shared by JustFaith co-facilitators from around the country. 

Homelessness 

One of our best local immersion experiences was a drop in center for the homeless in 
downtown area which got started by a previous JustFaith program. 

We attended a Homeless Memorial March and Memorial Service. It was very poignant and 
brought us face to face with the homeless, especially during the dinner after the service. 

We partnered with a local (Christian) homeless shelter and spent the whole day there. Residents 
were invited to attend (and many did). Former residents gave testimonies. We had a panel with 
representatives from various housing agencies in the community.  Finally, a homeless male gave 
his testimony. All present were able to ask questions and discuss issues. A great day! 

There are rotating Tent City homeless encampments in our area that are very well organized. 
We visited one of those, got a tour, heard from some of the campers, etc.  People enjoyed it 
very much. 

We went to a women and children's homeless shelter that serves primarily an African American 
population. This was moving. They shared their stories, and we all prayed together at the end. 

 We joined an employee of an inner city ministry who walks the streets meeting the homeless 
and seeing where they hang or stay. We stayed overnight at a homeless shelter, ate breakfast 
and lunch with the homeless guys and then prayed with those who come to the chapel, 
followed by a time for debriefing. It was a profound experience. 

We went to a homeless shelter twice: the first time to tour, eat, and visit with the residents; the 
second time to prepare a meal, eat, and visit with the residents. We plan to continue doing this 
periodically. 

We went to various places together (in a bus) where the poor and marginalized live, go for 
medical treatment, go to school, request food from a food pantry, go to church, sleep under a 
bridge, etc. We sat silent for a few minutes at each location, wondering how these people got to 
these often very remote locations, where the children play among the piles of discarded cars, 
tires, and other junk, and etc. Then we said a prayer at each place before going on to the next. 

Our first immersion experience was at Holy Family Shelter. We did not serve lunch, instead we 
ate with the homeless women and their children and a few husbands. We brought dessert. We 
went to a homeless men’s hand out on Saturday mornings. We provided some assistance with 
that but a few of us went up to men on line and shared with them what we were learning in 
JustFaith and would they mind sharing with us about their lives and their circumstances. They 
were very willing to do this. It seemed they often do not have the opportunity to have a voice. 
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Undoing Racism 

We attended a Spanish Mass and "debriefing" afterward. Interestingly, some of our group 
thought we were "intruding."  

 We went to an inner city black Catholic parish. We met before Mass with several parishioners 
and a Deacon. We discussed racism as they had and do experience it and then attended mass. 
This was a very good experience. 

We visited a community center at a reservation. We brought lunch and shared it with workers 
and other members of the community. For many of our group it was their first experience on 
the reservation. It was a wonderful day. 

We attended a Black Baptist Church for a Martin Luther King program on the Sunday before 
the Monday MLK Day and the Tuesday inauguration of President Barack Obama. Then we 
marched in the MLK March the following day and attended speeches in the Capitol. Some of 
us plan to do this each year in the future. 

Women and Poverty 

We visited six homes for women who have been prostitutes or convicts and visits to them were 
very moving. 
We went to a prostitute rehab program supported by our diocese. We brought lunch for the 
five women who told their stories and for the program director who met us at the downtown 
office/classroom where men who have been arrested for hiring a prostitute do restitution by 
taking an all-day class, putting them face to face with rehabilitated women who tell their stories 
of abuse and powerlessness. Then we toured two of the houses that offer a year-long shelter to 
women who make the commitment to go through the rehab program. 

We went to a home for unwed mothers. It was started by four young Catholic women as an 
alternative to abortion for women with no means of emotional or practical support. 

We went to a large shelter for women who have been released from a state prison, or in drug 
rehab, or are physically abused, etc.  This shelter/rehab facility houses 350 women and their 
children involved in trying to straighten out their lives.  It was very impressive and some of our 
group is now doing volunteer work there. 

Migrants and Refugees 

We contacted an “English as a Second Language” class and offered to provide/share lunch. 
Three gentlemen from Myanmar came. Two of them were fluent enough in English that they 
could tell their story. Their sharing was profound. The sacrifices they made, the risks they took 
and torture they endured, all in order to escape their religious persecution, were extraordinary. 
It was this face-to-face telling of the immigration experiences that really made the day.  

We went to a day labor center, to learn about their grass roots efforts to provide a dignified and 
safe way for undocumented workers to be hired for private employment by members of the 
community. 
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We met with Hispanic families and heard their stories about why they came to the United 
States and the struggles and hardships they face. Group members got to experience the fact the 
“illegal” immigrants had the same family values as we have. 

The most meaningful experience we had was a group of three illegal immigrants who spent a 
Saturday with us explaining their situations and all they encounter. One of the women was in 
tears and so were most people in the room. We never realized how far reaching the 
consequences are for them and how our government and the system box them into an 
impossible circumstance. They had all gone through CCHD funded leadership training and they 
were a joy to meet. They really touched our hearts and yet left us angry at an unjust system. 

We went to a Mass in Spanish and met with people that do service jobs in the area. Two 
couples, one who have obtained their citizenships and one who are still without their papers, 
cooked a Mexican meal for us and ate with us and told their stories of immigration. This had a 
profound impact on our group. 

We attended a Mass and community lunch (where we made and brought) with Mexican migrant 
workers who labor on dairy farms; the head of the migrant’s coalition gave the group an 
overview.  

Overcoming Addiction (underlying cause of homelessness) 

We visited a home for women with a history of repeat drug-related-crime incarcerations. We 
met with the program director and live-in manager for about an hour. Then, several women 
from the program joined us and told us their stories. We toured the home and then had lunch 
together (which we brought). We all agreed that our early life experiences were not that 
different from these women. We JustFaithers could all see how easily we could have gone down 
the same path as they. 

We attended a regional meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous. Most meetings are closed, but 
occasionally they bring in speakers and open a meeting.  It was awesome - recovering alcoholics 
indeed are truly Christians on a journey.  

Catholic Worker Communities 
We went to a Dorothy Day Worker House and had dinner and visited with residents and the 
director. It was excellent. 
The Catholic Worker visit enabled the group to have more contact with the children in their 
Saturday program. We split into 2 groups on 2 different Saturdays.  
We went to a Catholic Worker House where we heard the stories of two of the immigrants 
living there. We then toured other nearby houses and learned about their mission. We brought 
cookies, which we all shared after the talks. 

 We went to a Catholic Worker House that serves 600 homeless people lunch and then does 
organizing efforts around jobs and housing in the afternoon. A had a very good experience that 
modeled both charity and justice.  
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Prison Outreach and Re-Entry/Half-Way Houses 

We toured a correctional facility and visited with residents with life sentences. We learned about 
their anti-violence program. It was an excellent experience. 
We went to a prison and learned about the basic prison system and our particular detention 
center.  We then toured the jail and helped to provide a worship/sharing service. Afterwards we 
re-grouped and share. This by far is the most life changing immersion experience. It had a 
profound effect on the participants. Most expressed a desire to volunteer and become more 
aware of the justice system and all that is implicated within the jail and in our community. 

We met with two people who had been released from prison. They talked with us about the 
issues they faced while incarcerated and those after release. The wife of one them also came 
and talked about things from her perspective. We viewed a video produced by inmates at our 
correctional facility (You don't want to live in my house). Powerful. 

We visited a juvenile prison. We brought lunch, played a few ice breaker games and then we 
each had a bunch of silly, thought provoking questions and the young boys rotated through in 
small groups.  

Family Farms and Sustainable Agriculture 

We went out to a farm and spent the morning learning about issues that farmers face. We had a 
pot luck lunch with the farmer and his wife. We then came into town and met with an organic 
farmer and heard his perspectives on the environment and organic farming. Very informative. 

We went to visit a local organic small family farm to get a tour and learn how it operates. 

Miscellaneous 
 We visited a home which housed people living with AIDS and HIV, a home housing 

homeless mentally ill, a home housing women in recovery from drug and alcohol living 
with their children, an African American church, and a group of Spanish speaking 
parents whose children were in a first communion class.  All these experiences 
were powerful beyond belief. 

 We met with staff, students and parents from a low income high school where the 
students would not be able to get a college prep education if a work/education program 
was not available. This experience brought home the fact that the family values of our 
group members and these low income families were the same. 

 We had lunch with residents of a local low-income senior apartment house. Lots of 
people came to eat and tell us their stories! Great fun, and a loaves and fishes miracle to 
serve everyone with what we brought!  

 We toured a children's home (chapel, museum, school, gymnasium, various housing 
units) and visited with a few of the children - most of whom have been sexually abused 
and many whose parents were either dead or in prison. We plan to return and host a 
picnic there this summer. 
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 Our immersion experiences were powerful and included (1) a homeless shelter for 
mentally ill, (2) a home for people living with AIDS (3) visit with church members of an 
historically black church followed by an open discussion of their experience of racism, 
(4) visit with recent immigrants from Mexico.   

 We visited a ministry where they rehabilitate homes in an impoverished area using 
volunteers from suburban places. They work on racial reconciliation, building 
community, working alongside instead of working for, etc. Some of us have been back 
every week since our immersion experience. 
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Attachment C: Information for Agencies 

Immersion Experiences Information Sheet for Agencies 
Thank you for your interest in providing an immersion experience for a local JustFaith group.  

JustFaith is an extensive formation process that provides a context in which participants can grow 
in their commitment to care for the vulnerable and to become advocates for justice. This program 
serves to strengthen the growing commitment of participants and churches to be agents of social 
transformation, mercy and compassion. Graduates of the JustFaith program become very engaged 
in agencies and ministries that address poverty within their communities. 

JustFaith consists of 30 weekly sessions and employs books, DVDs, lectures, discussion, prayer, 
two weekend retreats and four immersion experiences. The intent is to provide a tapestry of 
learning opportunities that emphasize and enliven the remarkable justice tradition of the Church. 
The JustFaith program is about connecting with the poor and vulnerable, and immersions are an 
important part of this program. 

We believe that the structures and designs of cities, neighborhoods and societies often result in the 
rich and poor being isolated from each other. For there to be relationship, reconciliation and 
restoration, there must first be an effort to gather as one people. People of faith must cross the 
borders and barriers that divide us and put themselves in the presence of those who are hidden 
from view and ignored. Immersion experiences are a kind of spiritual pilgrimage or journey that 
takes participants to the margins so they can meet with and learn from those who suffer neglect 
and oppression.  

Components of the Experience 

There are two elements that are critical to the immersion experience for JustFaith groups:  

Face-to-Face Encounters  

These immersion experiences are intended to place the participants in conversations with 
marginalized people. They offer an opportunity for JustFaith participants to hear the stories and 
struggles directly from the people who live the struggle. Therefore, these experiences are not to be 
“service projects” where the group paints a room at a local homeless shelter or serves lunch at a 
soup kitchen, for example. These are to be designed so that direct connections can be made 
between participants and those they are visiting.  

These opportunities need to provide ample time to hear stories and make connections. This is best 
done through the agency facilitating an experience that would provide an extended visit with the 
people that the organization represents or serves. This allows for conversations with people who 
are willing to talk about their experience of oppression or prejudice or hardship. These can be one-
on-one meetings or small groups or, if appropriate, a large group meeting.  
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In most situations, the agency will set up opportunities ahead of time so that the people meeting 
with the JustFaith group have agreed in advance to share their story and their struggles. The critical 
element is that these experiences include face-to-face connections that allow the JustFaith group to 
hear the stories from people being visited.  

Staff Insights  

Immersion experiences should also include the voice of one experienced in the work of your 
organization. In other words, if a JustFaith group visits the soup kitchen to share a meal with those 
being served, there should also be time spent with one of the staff or a long-time volunteer who 
has developed a rapport with the guests and can speak to the experience of the homeless. It is 
helpful for the “veteran” to offer insights and reflections that will help the group understand 
something of the experience of the marginalized. It is also helpful if the spokesperson can help the 
group begin to see the root causes or the root solutions to the overall problem or issue. The 
conversation is also enriched by someone who can also speak to how this work is integrated with 
his/her own faith, but this is not necessary.  

Timing of the Experience 

This timing of the experience will be discussed with the JustFaith co-facilitator. These immersions 
are generally done on Saturdays so that participants who work during the week will have an 
opportunity to attend.  

A sample experience might be as follows: Schedule the meeting from 10 AM until 2 PM or 3 PM if 
this is convenient to the agency. The components of the schedule could include: conversations 
with those served by the agency, conversations with the agency staff or volunteers, lunch (possibly 
with those being served by the agency) and a tour of the facility.  This schedule is flexible and is 
dependent on the services provided by the agency, staff and guest availability, and other agency 
needs and routines. 

Questions 

Please let the JustFaith contact person know what questions you may have or special 
considerations you would like to discuss. 

Again, thank you for collaborating with us on this experience. Participating in an experience at your 
agency will add to the richness and depth of the JustFaith process, increase an understanding of the 
work done at your agency, and enhance the understanding of the needs of poor in our community. 
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Attachment D: Participant Handout 

Walking Humbly on Holy Ground 
…and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your 

God?    Micah 6:8 

Call to mind an awkward encounter when you were outside your comfort zone, or a situation in 
which you found yourself in unfamiliar territory. What happened? How did you feel? What did 
you do? Who did you meet? What did you learn? 

Even for the most self-assured among us, being out of our element in uncomfortable or 
unfamiliar situations, with people who are unknown and somehow “different,” is something 
that we tend to avoid. The feeling that we are out of place, not sure what to do or how to act 
can be humbling. This sense of vulnerability we experience when we choose to step across the 
boundaries of class, culture, ethnicity or even familiarity, is a signal that we are crossing into 
other people’s lives. Like Moses before the burning bush, we realize we are standing on holy 
ground.  

This kind of unsettling awkwardness indicates that we are crossing a threshold, moving away 
from our normal frame of reference and out to our margins, where new relationships, fresh 
perspectives, and transformation await us. It is precisely at such times that we can become 
available and open to the transforming presence of God’s Spirit, working itself into our hearts 
and rearranging our lives. 

Outreach and “Inreach” Experiences 

Jesus led his followers out of their familiar environments and into encounters with people from 
all walks of life, especially with those considered social outcasts. Together they visited, ate with, 
and befriended people on the fringes of society. While they reached out to their people in the 
towns and villages of Palestine, they were touched by those whom they allowed to reach into 
their lives. It was through expressions of solidarity like visiting, socializing, sharing food and 
stories, teaching and healing, that the disciples were exposed to God’s Reign breaking into their 
lives. Building relationships that foster this solidarity, through this “outreach-inreach” dynamic 
is the goal of these immersion experiences. 

Such Holy Ground is an indication that we are moving toward “right relationship” with people 
at society’s margins. It is vital that we recognize that they too might feel equally awkward and 
even ill at ease. Sometimes this is expressed by a blunt or cold reception, which can add to the 
sense of dis-ease. In our many years of working in this kind of “threshold ministry,” we have 
seldom encountered people who take this opportunity to blame, judge or lash out at people 
who come to them with open hearts. If judgment or blame is expressed however, receive it 
with humility and understanding. (There is grace here, too, and not all blessings are pleasant.) 
Most people are simply awkward but open and eager to share. Take the initiative to put people 
at ease and let them know how glad you are to be there with them. 
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Prayers for Immersion Experiences 

“Lord when was it that we saw you hungry, and gave you food . . .” Matthew 25:37 

Opening Prayer --Walking on Holy Ground 

When everyone has arrived at the immersion site, gather your group outside the building, on 
the sidewalk or in the parking lot. Invite your group to form a tight circle facing inward. 
Remind them of the value and purpose of this experience. Welcome everyone, inviting them to 
be open, aware and receptive to the people they meet, the messages they receive, the signs they 
observe and the questions that arise in themselves and in the group. Recognizing that some in 
the group may be feeling uncomfortable or stretched by this activity, call people to prayer using 
the following or similar words: 

“Even for the most self-assured among us, being out of our element, in 
uncomfortable or unfamiliar situations with people who are unknown and perhaps 
different from us, is something that we naturally tend to avoid. The feeling that we 
are out of place, not sure what to do, or how to act, can be very humbling. But, that 
sense of vulnerability we experience when we choose to reach across boundaries 
such as class, culture, ethnicity, or even familiarity is a valuable reminder that we are 
crossing into other people’s lives. Like Moses before the burning bush, we realize 
we are standing on holy ground.  

It is necessary at such times and in such places to proceed with caution, to 
symbolically take off our shoes, for we are on holy ground. This kind of unsettling 
awkwardness indicates that we are crossing a threshold, moving away from our 
normal frame of reference and out to our margins, where new relationships, new 
perspectives, and transformation become possible. It is precisely at such times, and 
on such shaky ground, that we can become available and open to the transforming 
presence of God’s Spirit, working itself into our hearts and reaching in, to rearrange 
our lives. 

We are standing on holy ground; we have come here to see and hear more clearly, to 
learn and understand, and to encounter God in our midst. Let’s take a moment to be 
silent and quiet ourselves. (Pause in silence.)  

Invite the group to repeat the following words: 

  “God, open our minds to new understandings” 

  “Spirit, touch our hearts with new insights” 

  “Christ, stretch out our arms to welcome your people”   
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Closing Prayer 

Before leaving the immersion site, gather the group again outside so that you form a tight circle. 
This time, the circle faces outward. Call the participants to prayer. Invite the group members to 
look around and scan the landscape of the immersion site. Ask them to quietly reflect on these 
questions for several minutes: 

What has changed since you first came here?  

How do you see this reality differently?  

In what way has this become holy ground?  

What will you take back with you?  

Facilitator offers a prayer of gratitude and a blessing for those you have encountered here and 
for all who come here for healing and care. 


