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Ms. Joyce McNeil celebrated her 102nd 
birthday and then her new home!

Home at Last  
at 102 Years of Age!

Never doubt the potential of a small act 
to make a major difference. Two years 

ago, a 100 year-old Senior woman heard 
about a piano concert at Friendly Manor. 
She was homeless and came to the concert 
to learn if housing might also be available. 

Ms. Joyce McNeil started in our 
Winter Shelter and was rapidly moved to 
housing at Friendly Manor.  At the time 
she came to us, she was hearing-impaired 
without a hearing aid. Case managers 
worked diligently to assist her in getting 
the medical equipment and attention she 
needed.

Ms. McNeil celebrated her 101st 
birthday with the staff of Friendly Manor 
and partnered with her case manager to 
search for housing.

This spring, she got the keys to her 
permanent home in the new Brooklyn 

Basin development. With help from an 
in-home support services aide, she is able 
to care for herself and enjoy her second 
century in peace and comfort – thanks to 
beautiful music at a piano concert hosted 
at Friendly Manor. 

SMC Staff held a Birthday Party to 
celebrate Ms. McNeil’s 102 Birthday in 
her new home. Vibrant and steadfast, Ms. 
McNeil credits walking for the reason she 
is still going. “When you stop walking, you 
go downhill.” Here is wishing many more 
miles to go!  

During this past year, St. Mary’s 
Center has placed 18 Seniors in permanent 
homes plus 19 Seniors in the Lake Merritt 
Lodge operated by the City of Oakland 
and Housing Consortium of the East Bay, 
where they receive private rooms and 
meal delivery. ●

St. Mary’s Center placed 18 seniors  
in permanent homes, plus 19 seniors  
in transitional or medical facilities.
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Bagging groceries has been the theme at St. Mary’s Center since our last 
summer newsletter. As we begin to return to regular services, we understand 

that some things are forever changed.
Our efforts to feed the hungry and house the unhoused have increased and 

changed focus in the past year. While Sunday Dinners will resume as Sunday 
Picnics, we have delivered thousands of meals and grocery bags every week, 
literally tons of healthy and usable food for our elders and families. We have 
learned that services can be delivered in new ways through technology and 
get remarkable results: placing more Seniors in permanent housing than in 
years past, due in large part to Alameda County’s increased support for lasting, 
affordable homes. 

The pandemic has shown us that the compassion, caring and commitment 
of the St. Mary’s Center community of hope, justice and healing can make an 
enormous difference in the lives of our most vulnerable neighbors. 

St. Mary’s Center Board, led by Chair Romi Hall, is completing a strategic 
planning process to take these lessons forward into the future. We know that  
our mission will continue to rely on the generosity of people who care, creating  
a community of hope, justice, and healing.

In Community,

 Sharon Cornu, MSHS 
Executive Director

P.S. Many thanks to everyone who reached out after the announcement of 
our recognition as Nonprofit of the Year 2021 by the California Association of 
Nonprofits. We are humbled by this recognition and grateful for the supporters, 
volunteers, staff, and program participants who worked together every day in 
service to our mission.

A MESSAGE FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Dear Friends,
The pandemic has 
shown us that the 

compassion, caring 
and commitment of 

St. Mary’s Center can 
make an enormous 

difference in the lives 
of our neighbors. 
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Sunday Picnics Plans to Resume  
Onsite Food Service

St. Mary’s Center started serving Sunday Dinners in 1973 in 
response to the need identified by West Oakland residents to 

provide a meal for the elderly on Sundays, when neighborhood 
stores and restaurants were closed. 

Nearly 50 years later, 
volunteers have brought a 
hot meal, compassion and 
fellowship to Seniors at St. 
Mary’s Center every Sunday — 

despite earthquakes, recessions, rain and fire seasons until the 
outbreak of COVID 19 in 2020.

Coming together is what we do best at St. Mary’s Center, and 
new plans with safe practices will build on this long history of a 
community of hope, justice and healing.

St. Mary’s Center will resume hosting weekly Sunday Picnics 
this Fall, in our garden and front yard, with socially distant 
seating for up to 40 Seniors. Sunday Picnics will operate on the 
front patio, thanks to the leadership and generosity of long-time 
service organizations. We hope to be indoors as soon as it is safe 
to do so.

Masks will be required when not actively eating or drinking 

and SMC will adhere to public health rules. This abundance of 
caution, while challenging for participants, volunteers and staff 
alike, has so far prevented transmission and protected health 
among our frail elders.

For information about Sunday Dinner, please contact Julie 
Merrill at jmerrill@stmaryscenter.org or (510) 923-9600 ext. 
200. ●

Coming together is 
what we do best at  
St. Mary’s Center.

Seniors enjoy Sunday Dinner in the Courtyard (2017)

Neighbors Walk for Community Safety

Following repeated incidents of gun violence, St. Mary’s Center 
partnered with neighbors to resume Community Safety Walks 

from March through July. Seniors, residents, and community 
leaders from SAHA, West Oakland Neighbors, the Hoover-Foster 
Resident Action Council and Oakland Ceasefire participated in 
weekly walks and conversation about neighborhood issues. ● 
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SMC Welcomes New Board Chair Romi Hall

St. Mary’s Center is honored to have 
elected Romi Hall, Director of Healthy 

Homes and Communities at Neighbors 
Works America, as our first Black board 
chair.

Ms. Hall spent much of her career 
with two NeighborWorks organizations: 
Beyond Housing and the East Bay Asian 
Local Development Corp. (EBALDC). 
Prior to joining NeighborWorks America, 
Hall was the Director of Neighborhood 
Collaborations at the East Bay Asian Local 
Development Corporation in Oakland, CA. 
In that role, she established and oversaw 
the organization’s neighborhood-based 
collective impact work, SPARC.

Ms. Hall led partnerships to generate 
nearly 400 housing units, support a 
grocery store, and secure more than $5 

million in arts, culture and health funding. 
In 2019, she was named a Fulcrum 
Fellow with the Center for Community 
Investment, where she honed skills in 
capital absorption and neighborhood 
revitalization.

“Our Board is engaged in strategic 
planning to look critically at how St. 
Mary’s Center can sharpen our lens 
on equity and inclusion,” said Ms. Hall. 
“We will continue to serve Seniors and 
Preschool families as the world emerges 
from the pandemic with new hopes and 
dreams.”

Ms. Hall’s extensive experience and 
credentials will benefit and advance 
the work of St. Mary’s Center for our 
vulnerable Seniors and Preschool 
families. ● 

Effective July 1, St. Mary’s Center Board 
is led by Romi Hall, MPH,

San Pablo Area 
Revitalization 
Collaborative 
Surveys Corridor

This spring, St. Mary’s Center hosted 
SPARC as volunteers surveyed 

the San Pablo Avenue corridor to 
inventory vacant properties, housing, 
and commercial spaces as part of a 
community collaborative working to 
improve quality of life, housing and 
economic opportunity. 

You can try the interactive map at 
bit.ly/SPARC-MAP. ●
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St. Mary’s Center Honored as  
California Nonprofit of the Year

St. Mary’s Center is proud to share the exciting news of being 
named District Nine’s 2021 Nonprofit of the Year! State 

Senator Nancy Skinner nominated St. Mary’s Center due to our 
commitment to serving at-risk seniors and preschool families, 
providing wraparound supports to improve their quality of life. 
“In a moment of fear and uncertainty, you provided food, housing, 
social services, and education, to our most at risk, and should be 
celebrated and appreciated,” the award letter reads. 

During the pandemic, St. Mary’s Center has expanded 
nutrition programming to deliver meals and grocery bags to 
Seniors and Preschool families. The agency has created new 
community partnerships, serving as an intermediary to support 
smaller grassroots groups meeting basic needs. St. Mary’s Center  
has continued to operate transitional housing and Preschool 

services while planning 75 new homes for low-income Seniors at 
3135 San Pablo Avenue.

California Senate and Assembly Select Committees published 
a resolution honoring 
St. Mary’s Center as 
part of the annual 
California Nonprofits 
Day on June 23. “St. 
Mary’s Center is 
honored to receive this award in recognition of the work of our 
staff, volunteers and Board,” said Sharon Cornu, MSHS, Executive 
Director. “Especially as we prepare to re-open for regular services, 
this honor reminds us of the impact and importance of our 
work.” ●

L-R: SMC Board Members Sonia Peña, Dianne Jacob, Willie Pettus, Executive Director Sharon Cornu, Gabriel Sandoval  
from State Senator Nancy Skinner’s office, and new Board Chair Romi Hall 

“ …this honor reminds 
us of the impact and 
importance of our work.”

—Sharon Cornu
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A D D R E S S I N G  F O O D  I N S E C U R I T Y
More than Quantity — Food Program Expansion

Nutrition has been a central part of the work St. Mary’s Center does since 1939. During the COVID-19 Pandemic, we saw an 
increase in food insecurity, putting our seniors especially at risk and affecting their quality of life. In response, St. Mary’s Center 

stepped up to the plate and transformed our food program to cater to those most in need.  ●
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A D D R E S S I N G  F O O D  I N S E C U R I T Y

 

 

More than Just an Increase in the  
Quantity of Donations…

We Delivered a Significant Improvement in the 
Quality of Donations

BEFORE

Sample grocery bag delivery before Emergency Food Program Funding

AFTER

Sample grocery bag delivery after Emergency Food Program Funding

Deliveries  
to families  

were up  
from 

19 
to  

45
pounds, three 

times each 
month

Our food program 
is about more 
than quantity; it’s 
about quality. We 
increased the size 
of our grocery bags 
from 19 to 45lbs 
of healthy and 
balanced foods, 
including fresh 
produce. While we 
could not gather 
together to share 
a meal, we made it 
our goal to ensure a 
meal would not be 
missed.
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Over 50 members of the local 
community including seniors who 

had been impacted by St. Mary’s Center’s 
work and lifelong Oakland residents 
attended an open house to discuss their 
vision for new homes for seniors at 3135 
San Pablo Avenue. St. Mary’s Center, in 
partnership with Satellite Affordable 
Housing Associates (SAHA) and LMS 
Architects, discussed goals for the 75 
homes and gathered local knowledge  
and input. 

St. Mary’s Center envisions a vibrant, 
resilient, and affordable community 
where seniors will have access to nearby 
neighborhood amenities, such as the 
Community Foods Market, multiple 
transit options, as well as on-site services 
carefully designed to encourage wellness 
and engagement in community life.  
Resident Services will be provided and 
will include a comprehensive array of 

programs designed to help seniors form 
and strengthen social connections, 
develop new skills, and maintain physical, 
emotional, and cognitive health as they 
age in place.

Ray Kidd, a longtime resident of 
Oakland who owns a home down the 
street from the new senior housing site, 
expressed his excitement for the new 
senior housing. He said, “How can you not 
be excited about affordable housing for 
seniors? This senior housing development 
is going to improve the community 
tenfold.” Other longtime residents of 

The 2018 mural by St. Mary’s Center Seniors and Attitudinal 
Health Connection highlights superheroes in everyday life.

Community Speaks Out  
on Planned Senior Homes

Oakland shared similar sentiments. 
One senior said, “I want peace, and this 
building will help with that.” 

The new senior housing will include 
approximately 75 apartment homes 
each featuring their own full kitchen 
and private bathroom for independent 
living. The development will contribute to 
improved pedestrian safety, security, and 
beautification of the neighborhood.

Currently, abandoned storefronts 

stand on 3135 San Pablo with a vacant lot 
next door. When speaking with seniors 
who attended the event, it was clear they 
were happy to see how more affordable 
senior housing in the neighborhood will 
lead to increased safety and beautification. 
Kelvin Lee, a resident of the neighborhood, 
said, “I’m happy to see the abandoned 
building leave and the community 
improve with the new affordable senior 
housing project.” ●

St. Mary’s Center envisions 
a vibrant, resilient, and 
affordable community.
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Learn more about 75 new homes for seniors at www.3135SanPablo.org.



10 WWW.STMARYSCENTER.ORG

A Friendly Manor Day of Service

On March 19, 2021, Oakland East Bay 
Alumnae Chapter of Delta Sigma 

Theta hosted a dynamic national day of 
service at A Friendly Manor and donated 
much appreciated toiletries, socks and 
personal items for women.

Delta Sigma Theta Sorority is a 
nonprofit organization founded in 
1913 comprised of more than 200,000 
predominantly Black, college-educated 
women whose purpose is to aid and 
support through established programs in 
local communities.  

Since the 1980s, A Friendly Manor has 
offered low-income and unhoused women 
a place to rest, shower and do laundry, 
have a meal, and connect in community 
with people who care about their well-
being. Our goal is to help these women 
rediscover their self-worth and assist 
them in taking their “next step” toward a 
better life.  

St. Mary’s Center is grateful for the 
thoughtfulness of the Delta Sigma Theta 
Sorority and especially appreciate the 
warmth and energy they bring. ●

More than a dozen groups 
support the women of 
Friendly Manor with  
regular food, hygiene  
and clothing items.

Yaxchilan Johnson, 
Jean Seger and the 
Oakland East Bay 
Alumni Chapter 
of the Delta Theta 
Sorority enlivened 
Friendly Manor 
during their 
national day of 
service.
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ST. MARY’S CENTER PRESCHOOL

Preventing the Summer Slide

St. Mary’s Center has operated a 
preschool for low-income children for 

more than 45 years. Our regular school 
year is from August 21– June 3. State 
funding for preschool does not cover a 
summer session. 

In 2014, the Charlie and Karen 
Couric Charitable Fund stepped forward 
and provided the first of a continuous 
generous grant to enable St. Mary’s Center 
Preschool to operate a summer session 
into August to help students with skill-
building and information retention from 
one year to the next.   

The aptly-named “Summer Slide” 
refers to the loss of skills and content 
knowledge over the summer months. The 
skills and concepts students gain during 
the year can be lost if this knowledge isn’t 
reinforced over the summer. A break in 

learning can have a negative effective on 
children who grow up in poverty and 
suffer at a greater rate from 
developmental issues.   

Summer school allows children 
to continue to build upon previous 
development, skills and knowledge 
without a two-month break in the 

learning process. Keeping a child in 
preschool over the summer helps them 
continue to build social connections and 
practice being part of a community. 

St. Mary’s Preschool is certified by 
the State of California and regularly 
achieves high scores on all Preschool 
site reviews. This is the sixth year that 
St. Mary’s Center has operated a summer 
school program thanks to the continuing 
generous support of the Charlie and 
Karen Couric Charitable Fund. ●

Charlie Couric

Spotlight On Summer 
Preschool Champion

Charlie And Karen Couric 
Charitable Fund



St. Mary’s Center  
is a community of hope, 
justice, and healing that 

serves at-risk seniors  
and preschoolers  

in the heart of Oakland. 

We strive to improve  
quality of life through 

counseling, shelter,  
nutrition, advocacy  
and social support.
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Save the
 Date! St. Mary’s Center 

Spring Gala Returns!

A S C E N S I O N  G R E E K  C A T H E D R A L  O A K L A N D

S A T U R D A Y
M A R C H  1 2 ,  2 0 2 2

3 : 0 0 – 6 : 3 0 P M
NEW TIME!


