Called to Serve

SSJ Associate Robin Ball Accompanies Women on Their Release from
Prison as They Put the Pieces of Their Lives Together
By Sister Carole Pollock SSJ
When you meet SSJ Associate in
Mission, Robin Ball, you encounter
a bubbly, energized, extraordinary
woman, with a drive to fulfill a
mission—Clare of Assisi House,
in Reading, PA.
Clare of Assisi House is a nonprofit organization, which provides
transitional residential living to
non-violent women with a history
of domestic violence, substance
abuse, and/or prostitution on their
release from prison. At Clare of
Assisi House, residents are given
tools and resources needed for
re-entry into society. The women
are helped to break the cycle of
homelessness, unemployment
and poverty by enabling them
to become psychologically and
economically self-sufficient so that
they may become contributing
members of the communities
in which they live. They learn
how to resolve conflict, improve
communication, change behavior
and make better life choices.
Employment readiness training,
financial literacy, parenting
training, GED assistance and
access to 12-Step Addiction
Recovery support are offered.
Robin’s professional journey has
included positions as a dental
assistant at the Medical College
of Pennsylvania, a registered
nurse at Phoenixville Hospital and
a researcher at GlaxoSmithKline
Pharmaceuticals. She enjoyed
each job, but, there was something
within her pulling her toward
something more spiritual. She
enrolled in Neumann University’s
Graduate Program in Pastoral
Counseling/Care. One afternoon,
while viewing a YouTube video in
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her Ethics class called ‘Prisons:
Our New Asylums,’ something
stirred within her—a call to prison
ministry. Robin describes that
moment: “For me, it was an
awakening; an internal knowing.
I was talking with an inmate
that day, and it struck me that
there were big relapse and reincarceration issues. I wondered
why anyone would do anything
that would force her back into this
desolate place! Then I realized:
without support, what choice did
these women have? I remember
saying out loud, ‘We need a
Mission!’ I knew I was using the
wrong word, but I left the prison
that day with an unwavering inner
conviction: I was being called
to start a transitional home for
previously incarcerated women.”
With her degree from Neumann
complete, Robin began to promote
her idea. She spoke to a lot of
people, read all she could to find
such facilities and visited homes
with similar concepts in Delaware,
New York and Pennsylvania.
“When you are on a mission,”
says Robin, “doors open quickly.
People show up in your life and
bring the Spirit of God. It becomes
contagious!”
As Robin began the process
of putting together a Board of
Directors and incorporating the
organization, she was also looking
for a building to house the new
project. This proved challenging,
and for a while, it seemed that
she was encountering one
roadblock after another. Her luck
changed when she learned that
the former convent at St. Mary’s
Parish in Reading would soon be
available, and it was up to code.

As an SSJ Associate in Mission,
Robin Ball’s heart overflows with
the same energy at the core of
Sisters of Saint Joseph throughout
history—a sensitivity to and passion
for “the dear neighbor without
distinction from whom she does not
separate herself.” Her relationships
with the women of Clare of Assisi
House reflect the inclusive love
and care that dares to love boldly
those whom society tends to
ignore. Robin, in living her call as
an associate, lives the mission of
the Sisters of Saint Joseph with
steadfast faith, unbounded zeal
and, yes, joy.
— Sister Rita Woehlcke SSJ
Director, SSJ Associates
in Mission

The next hurdle was funding, and
Robin recalled that there was a
gentleman who had helped on the
recent capital campaign at her
parish. “I called him, and he came
out and looked at the property
and said we needed a feasibility
study to see if we could get the
funding, but he knew who could
help. Because of that donor’s
generosity, we were able to
purchase the building and raise the
funding for a capital campaign.”
Once they had the building,
the next challenge was getting
volunteers to get it ready. Robin
recalls: “I gave talks at several
organizations, but we got the
volunteers largely by word of
mouth: folks from Glad Tiding
Church, The Knights of Columbus
from St. Benedict’s Parish, high
school students, Berks County

Intermediate students, friends,
neighbors, and SSJ Associates.
Every Saturday, groups of
volunteers came to clean and
paint. I walked in on a Saturday
morning, after picking up lunch
for everyone, and there were
ladders down the hallway, and
someone was sanding the stairs.
It was overwhelming when
I saw the number of people
here—everywhere—I was just
overwhelmed with gratitude. The
house is nice and bright. There
are new floors on the first floor
and upstairs and all the furniture
was donated by the Bernardine
Franciscans and the Franciscan
Sisters of Philadelphia.”
Robin can’t say enough about the
volunteers in the community who
generously share their time and
talent at Clare of Assisi House.
“We have a volunteer here at the
facility who was the president of
a bank. He heard a talk I gave at
the Rotary Club and wondered
if we would need any help with
budgeting. When he was here
one day, he made a decision to
go back to the bank and create
a program just for Clare of Assisi
House. So, there is a program

now where once the woman starts
working her money is directly
deposited into the bank, with
monthly funds put into a savings
account, so that when she is ready
to leave she will have that savings
account all set up. Amazing!”
In addition to the common living
areas and the lovely bedrooms,
each uniquely decorated, the
house has a library, a ‘mini thrift
store’ in the basement called
Clare’s Closet, and a large porch
on the back of the house, perfect
for relaxing or cooking out in the
summer. Robin is enthusiastic
about the future. “The third-floor
bedrooms are being renovated,
and plans are in the works to buy
the school on the property. The
classrooms could be made into
one or two-bedroom apartments.
The residents could transition into
apartment living, and we could put
a daycare in and a thrift shop. So,
we will see what happens.”
The first former inmate arrived at
the house in June of 2017 and
today there are four residents, with
six rooms, soon to be 12 available.
It is a place where these women
truly have a second chance and
the support they need to live a
good life outside prison walls.

Along with classes, therapy and
meetings, the residents have a
rotating schedule for cooking
and grocery shopping. Each
is responsible for cleaning her
bedroom and doing her laundry.
They rotate a cleaning schedule
for the main areas of the house
and the upkeep of the outside,
although that is seasonally
determined. The evenings are
busy, too, with Bible study on
Monday, parenting class on
Wednesday and yoga class on
Friday.
Resident Caitlin, age 26, movingly
describes her experience.
“Amazing, life-changing. It
changed my life because I have
had the chance to start my life
over. For me, to be given this
opportunity, was a dream come
true. I didn’t have anywhere
else to go, anything or anybody.
When I walked through the door
the first time I was speechless,
I was very nervous. I came here
with nothing, just the clothes I
was wearing, and Clare of Assisi
House provided everything for
me—clothes, personal hygiene
items, transportation, everything
that I needed. It just changed me,

SSJ Associate in Mission, Robin Ball,
shares conversation with Clare of
Assisi House residents.
Photos: Carole Pollock SSJ
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and I am continuing to change
every day. It is so beautiful—I am
starting to get my family back. I am
beginning to love myself. The staff
members really help you get your
priorities in order. They helped me
get a job and go back to school.
I want to be a graphic designer.
I already have two semesters
completed. I want to continue that
and eventually get a degree. And, I
am just wonderful! I see a therapist
and a recovery specialist. I have a
chance to take my life back. That,
to me, is a total blessing and has
completely changed everything.
This house is my safe haven, and I
think I am going to go a long way!”
Pam was the first resident at Clare
of Assisi House. “For three or four
weeks I was here by myself, and
that made my adjustment a little
bit easier. I relished the quietness
because I had not been able to
experience that in so long. The
little things—just to be able to
cook, to clean and to be with
the staff who were so loving.”
Robin Ball organizes clothing in Clare’s

Closet, a mini thrift store located in the
basement of Clare of Assisi House.

Learn more at
https://www.clareofassisihouse.org/
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Robin recognized Pam’s writing
and administrative skills and
approached her about grant writing
and fundraising, which caught
Pam’s attention. She agreed to
give it a try and has written and
received several grants. Pam is
now an administrative assistant for
Robin and has made a a year-long
commitment.
“My goal,” Pam says, “is to
continue working, save up some
money so I can get my own place
and put myself back into the
community as I was before. The
whole program at Clare House of
Assisi and my job are blessings.
What has been done here is and I
really hope to see the house full.”
Robin Ball has boldly reached
out to the women at Clare of
Assisi House with empathy and
love, offering them a second
chance. “After life in prison,” says
Robin,“It’s tough to reintegrate into
the community and to be given
a second chance because of the

stigma attached to incarceration.
These women are our sisters,
aunts, mothers, neighbors, and
fellow parishioners. Their pathway
to crime is through poverty, lack
of education, addiction and
trauma and we need to change
the outcome through solutions,
support and encouragement.”
Robin’s decision to love boldly—
creating a place and a way to
make a difference in the lives of
women who couldn’t accomplish
that on their own—is inspiring.
Perhaps Robin’s story could
compel each of us, in some way,
to respond boldly to what stirs
within us, and reach out to family,
friend or neighbor.

