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shed its early, miscast repu-
tation as a commune or a
cult, she said, but the work
there has always been di-
rectly grounded in the
Works of Mercy laid out un-
ambiguously in the Bible:
feed the hungry, clothe the
naked, shelter the homeless.

Poulin’s hands-on ap-
proach to working with the
poor set her at odds with the
more prayerful Carmelites,
she said, and led to her ex-
pulsion from the order
shortly after H.O.M.E. was
founded.

“The priest told me I had
‘an incorrect spirit of pover-
ty,’” she recalled. “I wasn’t
contemplative enough; I was
out here helping people in-
stead. It was very difficult at
the time, but I got over it.”

In retrospect, she sees
that the experience refined
her faith and helped align
the gritty work of her hands
with the loftier meditations
of her heart. “It deepened
me. Now I am more prayer-
ful, more devoted to Scrip-
ture. I try to practice the
presence of God in every
minute.”

SupportingMaine’s
neediest

Over the ensuing decades,
guided by the motto “to
serve first those who suffer
most,” Poulin has cobbled
together a sprawling, loose-
jointed, shoestring organi-
zation that has served thou-
sands of Maine’s neediest
residents.

Beyond its high-visibility
hilltop site in Orland,
H.O.M.E. is active in a num-
ber of other Maine commu-
nities, including nearby
Bucksport and Ellsworth,
where it provides short term

shelter and transitional
housing for about 30 adults
and families. It has built
clusters of affordable homes
in communities such as
Sedgwick and Dedham,
using a model that allows
low-income families to pur-
chase their homes while the
organization retains owner-
ship of the land, which is
managed for timber produc-
tion for the sawmill and
shingle mill in Orland.

Secluded Mandala Farm
on Toddy Pond in Orland,
where Poulin lives with her
adopted son, Jimmy, who is
affected by fetal alcohol syn-
drome, is home to five other
permanent residents and a
menagerie of livestock and
pets, as well as providing 13
family-friendly shelter beds
with an average occupancy
of three to six months.

The farm was envisioned
as a peaceful haven for Pou-
lin and other core workers,
a place to regroup from the
stresses of the H.O.M.E.
campus.

“We wanted a place to be
quiet, to retreat to after our
workdays in Orland,” Pou-
lin said. “But then, of course,
we began to take our work
home anyway.”

Mandala Farm is techni-
cally owned by St. Francis
Community, a separate non-
profit Poulin established in
1975 when H.O.M.E. was
growing rapidly. The orga-
nization also is affiliated
with Emmaus International,
a nonreligious movement
that combats poverty and
exclusion.

Now, although the two or-
ganizations have different
missions, they are deeply
integrated. For example, the
Emmaus shelter in Ells-
worth is owned by St. Fran-
cis Community but adminis-
tered by H.O.M.E. Funding
to renovate the former post
office was provided in part
by Emmaus International.

Supporting H.O.M.E.
Though the H.O.M.E. en-

terprise is far-flung and un-
wieldy, supporters agree it
serves an essential function
in the communities it
serves. Hancock County
Sheriff Scott Kane said his
office refers people to the
shelter services and soup
kitchen regularly and occa-
sionally even delivers cli-
ents who have no transpor-
tation.

And although the mix of
transient shelter clients
sometimes causes predict-
able problems, often related
to substance abuse, “I don’t
expect we respond to their
sites more than to anywhere
else,” he said. “They’ve been
very helpful in meeting the
needs around here. I tip my
hat to them for what they
do.”

Kane did note that in 1999,
H.O.M.E. was the site of a
dramatic shootout when of-
ficers responded to tips that
a suspect featured on the
television show “America’s
Most Wanted” was staying
at the Orland shelter. The
tips turned out to be accu-
rate, and convicted sex of-
fender Richard Burdick of
Massachusetts was captured
there.

At the Orland town office,
Ed Rankin, chairman of the
Board of Selectmen, said,
“They do a lot and help a lot
of people.”

Although H.O.M.E.’s tax-
exempt status affects town
revenues, that impact is
more than offset by the ben-
efits of not having to provide
municipal solutions to
homelessness and hunger.

“We have no problem
with them,” he said.

Although it draws state
and federal funding for some
services, H.O.M.E. relies
heavily on donations from
private foundations, church-
es and individuals, includ-
ing some former clients. In

addition, church groups and
college students from across
the Northeast regularly
spend weeklong work ses-
sions tending to backlogged
maintenance and other proj-
ects.

“It may not be very dra-
matic or very elegant, but it
has been a huge support to
that whole area,” said Rev.
Susie Craig, a retired Con-
gregationalist minister who
now lives in Wiscasset.

In 1987, Craig was a semi-
nary student in Greenwich,
Connecticut, when she first
watched a video about
H.O.M.E. and its mission in
rural Maine. Over the past
30 years, she said, support
for the organization has
spread through areas of
Connecticut, resulting in re-
liable donations of money,
volunteer labor and more.
Youth groups visit each
spring to give of their time
and energy, an experience
Craig called “life changing”
for young people confront-
ing the face of rural poverty.

Poulin, who has created a
small management team to
learn the ropes of running
H.O.M.E. as she approaches
retirement, acknowledges
that poverty, hunger and
homelessness continue to
plague Hancock County, de-
spite a lifetime’s dedication
to combating them. She
doesn’t know what the fu-
ture holds for the complex
organization she has creat-
ed, only that the need for
compassionate, nonjudge-
mental, nonbureaucratic in-
tervention never ends.

“I don’t think about
things too much,” she said.
“This is day-by-day work for
me. I get up early every
morning. I read the New
Testament. I say the Rosary,
which helps me focus on
truth, reality, simplicity and
what really matters. I feed
the birds. I find it very help-
ful.”

Fast-forward 23 years or
so, and these memories
take on a quaint nostalgia.
Email and Facebook are as
much a part of my daily
routines as the BDN and
that all-important second
cup of coffee. I am never far
from my computer, my
iPad or my iPhone, and I
am quick to Google Episco-
pal churches in Singapore,
a recipe for chicken
Provencal or the etymology
of the word “proletariat” as
the spirit moves me.

My husband, Douglas,
and I look forward to week-
ly visits with our grand-
daughter in southern
Maine using the video-call-
ing service Skype, which
has been around so long
it’s just about passe. My
older son, Jackson, keeps
us apprised of his work-re-
lated travels through the
real-time mapping app
Glympse. And, most re-
cently, WhatsApp brought
Luke’s cheerful voice into
our kitchen from halfway
around the world on a win-
try morning when I needed
a boost.

The codger in me still
balks when someone sug-
gests I bring a new digital
element into my life. But
each time I do, I find it’s all
getting simpler and more
intuitive. And, while I am
becoming more comfort-
able with the myriad ways
technology connects me to
my world, I hope I never
entirely lose my “gee whiz”
response to the power and
potential of the digital
world.

Read more of Meg Haskell
at http://livingitforward.
bangordailynews.com/.

The film premiered at
the Hot Docs Film Festival
in Toronto, was nominated
for Best Short by the Inter-
national Documentary As-
sociation and has been se-
lected for inclusion in a
U.S. State Department pro-
gram that brings contem-
porary American films to
international audiences. It
has aired on PBS channels
and is wrapping up a na-
tional schedule of commu-
nity screenings and discus-
sions.

The event in Orono is
hosted by the University of
Maine Center on Aging and

the Eastern Area Agency on
Aging. Staff from those orga-
nizations will be on hand to
facilitate discussion and
provide resources for fami-
lies who need guidance as
they plan for eldercare.

Walsh of Eastern Area
Agency on Aging suggested
that Mainers at midlife at-
tend and bring older family
members with them.

“We’re all going to age.

There’s no way to stop it,”
Walsh said. “Families and
communities need to be
talking about it.”

The “Nine to Ninety”
screening and discussion
will be 1-2:30 p.m. Sunday,
April 10, in Room 115 of
the DP Corbett Business
Building at the University
of Maine in Orono. It’s free
to attend. Refreshments
will be served, and Vizza

will be available for ques-
tions.

Additional Maine screen-
ings are scheduled 1-2:30
p.m. Monday, April 11, at
the Muskie Community
Center in Waterville; 5-6:30
p.m. Monday, April 11, at
Central Maine Community
College in Auburn; and 1:30-
3 p.m. Tuesday, April 12, in
the Lunt School in Fal-
mouth.

left us here alone. Consis-
tency. Normalcy. Work is
the only place we get those
feelings.

When my Jim died, I had
more of an introverted re-
action and narrowed my
circle to those involved in
dog sports, often leaving
other family and friends
out of my inner circle —
protecting myself from new
hurt, or just unable to re-
late at the moment to those
people who have known me
and loved me for a long
time.

Linda had a more extro-
verted reaction, embracing
family and most friends
with a fierceness that re-
flected the depth of her
loss. She fell into their lov-
ing arms and let them help
carry her through those
awful early months. She
still relies on their emo-
tional support, while I have
begun to embrace the fami-
ly and friends who couldn’t
reach me before.

We both have trouble
dealing with labels like
“widow.” She just recently
was able to say the word
out loud; I recently re-
moved my “married” sta-
tus from Facebook.

We both have learned
that grief and spousal loss
is not age-specific, so age is
less important. Linda said
people tend to discount
deaths of people who are
older than 60, as if it’s OK
their lives were cut short
because they aren’t in, say,
their 20s. So she steers con-
versations about death
away from age.

Travel, weddings, funer-
als and special occasions
have been very difficult for
both of us. We are both fi-
nally able to take part in
some of them. She has been
comfortable with most of
her girlfriends all along,
but is becoming more com-
fortable doing things with
her girlfriends and their
husbands.

I understand what she
means by that. The empty
chair Jim should be occu-
pying is felt more acutely
sometimes when I’m at-
tending something with
couples. But I don’t think of
myself as a single. I see my-
self as part of a couple with
half of the couple not at-
tending. If I had to think of
myself as a single, I would
feel more awkward.

Neither of us trusts our-
selves to make decisions,
whether big or tiny in
scope. We both are getting
better at it, but having
shared finances, the re-
sponsibility for children,
property and goals makes
you think that since you
always made those deci-

sions together with some-
one, you alone are inade-
quate to make those deci-
sions by yourself.

It’s ludicrous. We are
both educated, intelligent
human beings, and intel-
lectually we know we have
the ability, but emotionally
we are disabled — broken.

Linda said the most dif-
ficult chapter of the book
for her to write was “The
Deep Dark Hole,” in which
she describes her dalliance
in actual depression. She
writes: “No one could help
me, no one could see me, no
one could possibly under-
stand. What was the point?
I could not go on. I could
not manage this grief any
more. It was just too hard.”

She called her sister,
who had never seen her in
this state and did not know
what to do for her, but
stayed with her.

“I really was in that
place. A lot of people didn’t
see all of it. You hide some
with your bandage, and it
was the hardest thing to
acknowledge that to the
world,” she said during the
interview.

I know what she means.
It is a place where there is
no past, present, future or
perspective — only pain. I
have been in that hole too,
however briefly. And it
was terrifying.

We both have become
ambassadors of grief, of
sorts. Linda through her
book; I through my blog.
And we both are in some
stage of transition. Start-
ing a weekly blog was my
next step in my journey;
publishing her book was
Linda’s. Through those
journeys we’re both trying
to define who we are and
the paths we will follow.

There was so much we
didn’t say to each other; so
much we didn’t have to say.
So much that never could
be said.

We both consider our-
selves to be gaining ground,
but recognize that we clear-
ly still are works in prog-
ress.

And I totally agree with
Linda’s last comment to
me: It’s time to turn energy
toward healing.

As a longtime employee of
the Bangor Daily News,
Julie Harris has served
many roles over the years,
but she now has her dream
job as community editor.
She lives in Hermon with
her four Brittany dogs:
Sassy, Bullet, Thistle and
Quincy, who keep her busy
in various dog sports. She
was widowed at age 51
when her husband, Jim, died
of pancreatic cancer. Follow
her blog at curves.bangor-
dailynews.com.


