Dignity and Compassion Set the Tone

By Michele Brown, Executive Director, Compeer Greater Buffalo, www.compeerbuffalo.org
People often ask me why I have stayed in the same job for over twenty years. I always respond the same way: I meet the most wonderful people in Western New York and I am passionate about our mission and how the simple time honored concept of friendship, demonstrated by Compeer relationships, impacts individuals, families and our community.

In 2008 I lost my best childhood friend, who had been a Compeer volunteer for fifteen years. During her prolonged illness we often joked that we were living the Compeer program. This personal experience has made my commitment and resolve to Compeer even stronger. With a deeper understanding of the profound effects of friendship, I am inspired by the four hundred and fifty people who volunteer each year for Compeer in Buffalo. By extending their friendship they are not only changing their Compeer’s life, but their own as well. 

In 1985, The Compeer Program was unique in Erie County, known as “the friendship program” to those with mental illness. Volunteers were mentored to understand mental illness and the mental health community. Kindness, understanding and empathy were the needed skills. Treating each other with dignity and compassion set the tone for what would take us into twenty-five years of service to our community.

I can still be brought to tears by the stories of our matches. Jack is eight. He had been matched with a wonderful volunteer, Tom, who met him when he was six. The match ended after about a year due to circumstances within Jack’s family. This year circumstances changed. We were able to reengage Tom with Jack. The bond that was created when he was six was rekindled like it was yesterday. Jack needs Tom, because he needs to know that he is special to someone. He and his siblings are living with his cousins and aunt because Jack’s father killed his mother and set the house on fire while the kids were at school. When I was introduced to Jack at Compeer’s annual picnic, he smiled at me and softly said, “My mother’s name was Michelle.”

I recently received a three-page handwritten letter from a volunteer, Joe. He was matched with a fifteen-year old, Matt, who was living with his grandparents. Matt was on a visit to his father in another county when his grandfather became sick and the family wanted him to come home. Joe volunteered to go and get Matt. In the letter Joe told me how meaningful the experience was to him. That on the ride home, he and Matt discussed many things, and after reassuring me that nothing Matt said would put him in danger, Joe told me that he promised Matt he would keep it all confidential. I was overwhelmed by Joe’s generosity and feeling guilty that he had taken on so much responsibility. 

At the end of the letter, Joe thanked me. He said, “I called many places to volunteer. Only Compeer called me back. Compeer gave me the opportunity I was looking for.”

At Compeer Buffalo we not only talk the talk, but we walk the walk. Most of the staff and many of the board members are matched in the program. 

Through the years, I have been matched many times. For the past six years I have been matched with Rochelle. She was twelve when I met her. She told me she wanted to be a forensic scientist. I had to ask what that was. This year she is a freshman at Niagara University. She runs cross-country & track and is taking advanced biology classes. Soon the mentee will become the mentor. On her graduation picture she wrote that I was her best friend.

As difficult as it can be, I love my job. I am still amazed by the power of friendship.

