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After participating in a school mis-
sion trip to Nicaragua through the Ami-
gos For Christ ministry, senior Graham 
Hlavac and junior Avery Nicholas were 
deeply moved. 

They worked in the poorest parts of 
Nicaragua, digging ditches and helping 
families and children. They instantly 
fell in love with the people and culture; 
they decided that they wanted to help in 
any way they could.

“We wanted to make a difference 
from home,” Hlavac said recently.

And they did just that. First, Hlavac 
and Nicholas created what they called 
“Operation Nica,” a fund-raiser to help 

children pay for school supplies.
And then Hlavac joined Will Butts, 

a 2016 Saint Joseph graduate, on a 
second mission trip to Nicaragua last 
summer. Just like the first one, the 
second trip was a powerful experi-
ence.

Hlavac’s and Nicholas’ mission work 
and fund-raiser are just two examples 
of the outreach efforts from Saint Jo-
seph students and faculty to help others 
less fortunate. Some choose projects 
close to home, such as helping local 
nonprofits.

Others like Hlavac and Nicholas 
choose international volunteer work – 
either traveling to Nicaragua or starting 
their own fund-raiser.

“We felt like the purchasing of 
school supplies, and building materials 

for the school would be the best thing 
we could do to help because it will help 
to nourish the next generation,” Hlavac 
said. 

“Most of these kids are so poor that 
their education stops after the sixth 
grade,” he said. “Hopefully the money 
we raise will allow many of them to go 
to high school.”

Operation Nica raised more than 

Mission trip inspires Hlavac, Nicholas
$1,500 through the sale of T-shirts; that 
money went to Amigos For Christ. The 
two plan to continue Operation Nica 
in hopes of being able to help more 
people.

In addition to inspiring Hlavac and 
Nicholas to help, Nicaragua was a real 
eye-opener for them both. Their spring 
2016 trip to Nicaragua changed their 
outlook on life.

“Nicaragua is the happiest place on 
Earth,” Nicholas said. “The people are 
just happy to be alive. 

“We don’t realize how much we 
have until we see people who have so 
little and are still so kind and so grate-
ful for the little they have,” she said.

During their time there, they were 
lucky enough to get to go on a house 
visit. 

“This man was so nice and welcom-
ing. We were complete strangers to 
him, and he did every thing he could 
to make us feel welcome and even 

rode his bike down the street to buy us 
Cokes. The selflessness of these people 
amazed me,” Nicholas said. 

Hlavac was so moved that he de-
scribed the trip as the best thing that 
had ever happened to him. The mission 
trips even helped to influence his fu-
ture major of International Studies and 
a minor in Spanish.

“I can definitely see myself continu-
ing to do this in the future, possibly 
even as a career,” Graham said, adding 
that mission trip last year changed the 
way he lives.

“It’s in the little things,” Hlavac said. 
“Now when I’m home, I don’t take 
long showers anymore. I try to con-
serve water a lot more because I feel 
guilty after seeing people who will use 
so little because it is all that they have.

“Also it had influenced me to help –  
not only in Nicaragua, but to offer help 
to anyone in need."
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Bruin students create own fund-raiser 
to help children with school supplies

         Hopefully, the 
money we raise will 
allow many of them to 
go to high school.”

–  Graham Hlavac
senior
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Bruins help eliminate hunger through food drives
One of the many tenets of Saint 

Joseph Catholic School is this im-
portant point: NO one should go 
hungry.

In that spirit, Saint Joseph stu-
dents, faculty, staff, alumni and 
even parents help provide food for 
those in need several times each 
year. Last week, that happened as 
part of Catholic Schools Week.

“Giving to others makes me 
feel happy and proud of myself 
for doing good,” said Christina 
Istaphan an eighth grader. “It 
makes me feels like I’m doing 

the right thing and God would be 
proud of me for it.”

Last week, students brought 
canned and boxed goods to their 
homeroom. The food items were 
then sent to the Saint Vincent de 
Paul Society at Saint Richard 

Catholic Church.
From there the food will be dis-

tributed to those in need.
The Catholic Schools Week 

food drive is one of several each 
year. Saint Joseph students, facul-
ty, staff and others contributed to 
a food drive last fall that benefited 
Mississippi Food Network. 

In March, as part of the Saint 
Joseph’s Day altar, students, fac-
ulty and staff will donate food to 
The Gleaners.

Last week’s food drive saw 
each homeroom fill a box with 
enough food to feed a person for 
a week. 

Not only is the food drive ben-
eficial to those receiving the food, 
it is also spiritually benefiting the 
students and all those who donate.  
Students, faculty and staff believe 

that one way people serve Jesus is 
through the food drive.

“It really helps the hungry, and 
that is most important,” said Dena 
Kinsey, Saint Joseph high school 
director and senior theology 
teacher. “Jesus told us to feed the 
hungry. It is a basic requirement of 
our faith.”

Mike Prince from the Saint 
Vincent de Paul Conference at 
Saint Richard said that food Saint 
Joseph students, faculty, staff and 
others collected  is very important 
because the conference can spend 
less money buying food. He said 
the conference prefers to spend 
money on a family’s lights and 

water, and having food donated 
makes that more possible.

The boxes collected will be 
given out to families whenever a 
volunteer of Saint Vincent de Paul 
makes a house call.

“We always take a box,” Prince 
said. “If these people we help do 
not have enough money to keep 
their lights on then they probably 
aren’t putting enough food in their 
stomachs.”

Students who donate can feel 
confident that they are serving 
Jesus by serving others, and that 
they really are making a differ-
ence in the community.

         Giving to 
others makes me 
feel happy and 
proud.”

– Christina Istaphan,
eighth-grader
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Saint Joseph students help 
many organizations sand groups, 
both local and national, as part 
of the service hours community 
outreach program.

Blair E. Batson Children’s 
Hospital is one of the 
organizations that the students 
of Saint Joseph help on a 
constant basis. 

Students do things such as 
making artwork for the children 
in the hospital and even sponsor-
ing BruinTHON.

Students at Saint Joseph have 
always been willing to help at 
Mississippi Food Network. One 
way is through volunteering on 
Volunteer Saturdays and other 
events that the group has during 
the year. 

Students also have been a big 
part of the 16-WAPT Food for 
Families Football Challenge in 
the fall by collecting nonperish-

able items and monetary dona-
tions for Mississippians. 

“We have had a wonderful 
relationship with St. Joe volun-
teers for over a decade,” said 
Irena McClain of the Missis-
sippi Diabetes Foundation. 

McClain’s sons are Saint Jo-
seph alumni from the Class of 
2005 and the Class 2007. They 
volunteered with their friends at 
many events and helped at the 
Diabetes Foundation office do-
ing mail outs and organizing the 
storage

For many years, Saint Joseph 
students have volunteered at 
Mississippi’s Walk for Diabetes-
Jackson, the state’s oldest and 
largest diabetes fund-raiser.

Students have helped set up, 
hand out water, work in the food 
tent and coordinate kid’s activi-
ties. In 2017, the walk will take 
place at Southern Farm Bureau 

on Oct. 1.
Saint Joseph students also 

have volunteered as Counsel-
ors in Training at Camp Kandu, 
Mississippi’s only camp for 
children with diabetes and their 
families. The camp helps stu-
dents learn more about diabetes.

“Students help us at our Eas-
ter Egg Hunt at Highland Vil-
lage every year by stuffing Eas-
ter eggs, hiding them and doing 
face painting,” McClain said.

Students have helped to raise 
awareness of diabetes by doing 
mail outs to hospitals, clinics 
and schools for National Dia-
betes Month in November and 
the Diabetes Discovery Week in 
March. 

“Our volunteer partnership 
with St. Joe has been  wonder-
ful,” she said. “We’ve had kids 
start volunteering in seventh 
grade and continue through 

graduation”
The Saint Joseph Gospel Ser-

vice program essentially teaches 
the importance of giving back to 
the community and of lending a 

helping hand to those who are in 
need.

Officials with the Diabetes 
Foundation hope that the stu-
dents are inspired by their vol-

unteer experiences to go into 
careers to help others such as 
research, medicine, nursing, 
social work, teaching and non-
profit work.


