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LAITY SUNDAY MESSAGE ABOUT RESPITE 

From Barbara Hamson,  

10/16/16 

 

 

Good morning.  I am Barbara Hamson, and I would like to tell you about a beautiful 

little corner of our world, which also happens to be in a little corner in our church. 

 

It’s a positive place – filled with laughter, humor, struggle, smiles, joy, frustration, 

caring, music, and most of all, LOVE. 

 

A little history – the Respite Program is 15 years old. It was spawned in June 2000 when 

the Virginia Annual conference unanimously approved “The Respite Care Initiative: A 

Gift of Time,” which had been introduced by the Conference Committee on Disabilities 

(whose president, at the time, was our own Peggy Soulen). Williamsburg UMC was the 

first congregation in Virginia to receive a grant under the “Respite Care Initiative.” 

Peggy and Darla Krupski began the program with several young people with severe 

disabilities, young adults who had aged out of the school system at 21 and for whom 

there was little opportunity for activity and socialization. The program started here in the 

church, then moved into the Cary Street Restaurant Building. During the building of our 

addition, the program moved to the St. Bede’s campus here in town and then moved 

back to the church after the renovation of the space downstairs in Wesley Hall. John 

Tressler, who was involved in all of this transition, called it the “difficult time.” 

 

The first time I had heard of Respite Care was when they were in the Cary Street 

Building. Maybe some of you remember that they occasionally offered scrapbooking 

classes to anyone who wanted to join them and their members.  

 

Our home now is two rooms adjacent to Wesley Hall that were very beautifully 

decorated by volunteers here under the creative and watchful eye of Wilma Vachel. 

(And I have it on good authority that trying to turn a dirty, greasy kitchen into a pleasant 

room surrounded by flowers was a challenge.) We have a small galley kitchen where we 

can prepare a healthy snack during the afternoon. We are also very fortunate to have an 

outdoor space with a wonderful garden, benches, bird feeders, and birds, bees, and 

butterflies.  

 



2 

 

But what happens in our home place is far more important than the four walls we live 

in. 

 

Eight years ago this month, Peggy Soulen tapped me on the shoulder on a Sunday after 

church and asked if I would cover for her on Tuesday at Respite. I had just retired from 

my “retirement job” and didn’t really have an excuse. So I went down and spent the 

afternoon with the group. A few weeks later, Peggy asked me to sub for her again. And I 

was hooked. I figured I could volunteer once a month, and then found out that it was 

helpful if I could volunteer on a weekly basis. So I did. By the end of December, I was 

added to the staff and I am still there. 

 

By the time I started on staff the focus of our members was transitioning to more elderly 

folks with disabilities and dementias. 

And as we know, there is a great need for Respite for the growing number of families in 

our community trying to deal with Alzheimer’s and other forms of disability and 

memory loss. At this point we are serving over 30 families with 10–12 members 

attending each day. Our current age range is from 65 to 105 and our 105-year-old 

member will be 106 on Thanksgiving Day.  

 

New members to our “Social Club” often come from families who are exhausted with 

frustration, sadness, fear, feelings of isolation, and not knowing where to turn. 

Our goal is to provide a safe, healthy, stimulating, and positive experience for our 

members and some well-needed time for their caregivers. 

 

One of our members asked me, “What is the name of this group?” When I said the 

Respite Club, he asked what Respite meant. I told him it was a time for him to come and 

do some fun things with us and his friends, and for his wife to have some time to do 

those things that he wouldn’t want to be doing anyway. And we shared a chuckle.  

 

Our family caregivers need so much support. For some it is education about the diseases 

we are experiencing; for others it is finding access to other agencies or programs that 

can help them, for still others, it can be talking with other family caregivers and finding 

that they are not alone in their struggles. But for all of our families the most important 

need is for someone to listen to them – and we have ears and we have shoulders. We 

have 2 active support groups: one for spouses and one that is open to any caregiver 

struggling with these situations. 
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When family members are in the process of starting to have to say goodbye to the person 

they have known, lived, and loved and grown with, we are here to say ”hello” as they 

come through our door. We try to figure out what they can do today and build on that, 

always being sure to make them feel good about themselves.  

 

To our members – 

 How do you feel today? 

 What makes you happy? 

 What makes you anxious (so we can alter things to make you more comfortable)? 

 What activity can we offer you that will make you feel like you did a good job? 

Or had a fun time? Or tickled your funny bone?  

 What memories do you have about things you have done or places you’ve been 

that make you feel good about yourself? 

 What family members and friends are important to you? 

 

We offer a wide variety of projects and activities so that everyone will find something 

that works really well for them. 

 

Some of our members have found they have artistic ability that they never knew about. 

Some have painted beautiful pictures and totally surprised themselves. One of our 

members spent his adult life in business and finance and had never picked up a 

paintbrush since he was in Kindergarten, so he said. He found that he had real talent and 

enjoyed creating pictures and other craft items. His wife told us that they had a table in 

their living room where he displayed many of the items he took home. She said he 

would walk by the table and say “I think an artist lives here,” and smile. Some times we 

try to retrieve memories with their painting or drawing – your childhood home; your 

favorite toy; your mother’s clothesline; your first car (or bike or motorcycle or other 

mode of transportation); your favorite chair –you get the idea. Sometimes we just play 

with color or shapes. One of our members traced a circle and a star around it. He painted 

carefully inside the lines. When asked what the title of his picture was, he said, “It 

doesn’t have the feeling of something solid. It needs to get involved. The inside parts are 

all connected. I’m just trying to make connections.” These things make my heart swell 

to overflowing. 

 

There are dozens of ways to do art work and crafts, to help them keep their fingers and 



4 

 

brains connecting, and to make each person feel successful and love what they have 

done. Come down to the center sometime and see the artwork we have on the walls of 

our dining room. It is all done by our members.  

 

Some members have stories to tell. These may be stories that you as family members 

have heard a million times, but to us they are brand new. We are probably going to write 

them down and put them into their memory books. That way we get to know them and 

they get to keep in touch with a memory that is important to them. We also take lots of 

pictures of them doing the various activities we offer. And we encourage families to 

bring in pictures of important times and events in their lives. When you aren’t sure what 

you had for breakfast, or if you even had breakfast, to be able to look at your high school 

graduation picture or your wedding picture or the birth of your child and remember how 

important these experiences were in your life, can make you feel good about yourself. 

Each of our members has a memory book to keep all of these pictures and stories in. 

They are one of our members’ favorite things in our program. 

 

Some of our members remember all the words to songs in their younger years. Music is 

universal – it can evoke memories, let you sing even when spoken words come with 

difficulty, make you get up and dance, or clap your hands and tap your toes, and laugh 

with your friends. We do some kind of music everyday: sing-alongs around the piano or 

with guitars; sing-alongs and sometimes dances with visiting bands and singers; 

rhythmic music planned and sometimes spontaneous; and we often end our week with 

our Friday afternoon hymn sing.  

 

We do some kind of exercise every day – mostly chair exercises, often with balls and 

stretch bands; and dancing is a great exercise.  

 

Almost all of our members have done some volunteering during their active lives and 

many are still “trying to help people.” A member’s comment: “It makes you feel so good 

if you can help someone.” Frequently someone will take a newer member “under their 

wing” and really look out for them during the day. A couple of them actually alert us to 

someone who doesn’t seem happy at the moment. I love it when a member finds a 

connection with another member and develops a concern and a camaraderie. 

Connections and friendships are the stuff of life. A member’s comment: “I’ve belonged 

to a lot of clubs in my life, but this one is my favorite.” 
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A few of our members are very quiet, don’t offer much spontaneous conversation. One 

day after lunch the whole group moved into the activity room for a planned program as 

we usually do. Two of our gentlemen sitting across from each other, each with a cup of 

coffee, started to chat with each other. When asked if they wanted to join us, they both 

said, “in a few minutes.” Their few minutes became a 40-minute conversation. I don’t 

know what they were talking about but it was spontaneous and beautiful. (It is moments 

like these that make my heart full and often bring tears to my eyes.) Socialization is so 

important for all of us. And it makes such a huge difference if you are not sure of your 

world. One of our members said as we gathered around the table for a meal, “I don’t 

know where any of you came from, but we are a family.” 

 

So – to our members: come and share who you are and have a fun day with us – and if 

you go home happy, we have done our job. 

 

My god is Love and I find it here every day. 

I have retired twice already in my life. I’ll retire again someday, but not for a while. 

I’m pretty sure this is where I’m supposed to be. 

 


