	25 pounds of ground beef, 10 onions, 150 ounces of corn, 300 ounces of black beans, 150 ounces of white hominy, 150 ounces of diced tomatoes, 40 ounces of green chili peppers, 12.5 ounces of taco seasoning, 10 ounces of ranch dressing mix, all mixed together by me to prepare a meal for 75 people. A delicious meal that is hearty enough to feed a homeless person. Over the past three years, I have worked on an event called Community Cafe which serves a meal Sunday night to anyone who needs it. Through my church, I help to provide the homeless with a meal, a welcoming smile, and a place to get out of the weather for an hour. Tonight was my night to prepare the meal. Actually, I planned the meal, I raised the money for the meal, I made the meal, and I served the meal. Along with some help of course. Between the cost of food, utensils, containers, and other needed supplies, the price added up quickly to $200. This was offset by National Honor Society students bringing in money, revenue I received from tutoring, and local stores gave me a credit for groceries. In addition to raising money, I recruited and organized volunteers to help me serve the meal. I gathered ten high school students who were ready to work, along with my mom and another adult. 
	Before the day of the meal, I cooked the 25 pounds of ground beef and sautéed the onions for the soup. I thought about my exposure to homelessness as I prepared the meal. A few years earlier I went on the JOIN retreat, my first big experience that opened my eyes to homelessness. The immersion allowed me to live the life of a homeless person by serving and eating with the homeless. That retreat began my motivation to really treasure my life and showed me how important helping others is to me. Throughout the retreat, I had countless conversations hearing amazing stories of how something had changed a person's life. I sat down with a man who had hardly anything yet was willing to help me as a homeless teenager. He offered to show me around, find a place to live, and meal tickets so I could eat. Seeing how big his heart was really opened up my eyes because he had nothing yet still wanted to help. I also took a tour of the bridges in downtown Portland and experienced dumpster diving. Rummaging through garbage was a new activity for me, and I thought about what someone would really want out of the dumpster. Food. Cans. Rope. Tarp. All items that can be used to eat, return for money, or to build a shelter. I learned what "flying a sign" meant, when you ask for money while holding a sign on a major road, which is quite daunting. I also learned how far someone had to walk just to get water as well. 
	As I prepared for the meal, I hoped that the high school volunteers would feel the warmth and kindness of the people that I did. As the students arrived, I put them to work. Setting out place mats, rolling silverware, setting up beverages, putting out clothes and more, the students began to understand the complexity of the night. Before the guests arrived, I explained to the students what we would be doing and some of the experiences they might encounter. 
	As people rolled in, the students served the meal as I dished it out. The students' eyes lit up as they sat down and talked with the guests. At one point, three of the girls sang happy birthday to one of the women. It was such an amazing experience for me to see the guests enjoy the meal as well as seeing the students experience what I had over the past three years. The stories I have heard from different homeless people helped me to understand what others have gone through in comparison to how easy my life was and is. As I served the meal, it made me so happy to see the smiles on their faces and I realized what an amazing experience helping others is.
