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Mary Jo Copeland
Sharing And Caring

Hands

The Humble Beginning of a
Minneapolis Icon: Mary Jo
Copeland

In the heart of Minneapolis, Minnesota, a story
of  profound  compassion  and  unwavering
service has unfolded over several decades. It
is a story that begins not in a boardroom or a
government  office,  but  in  the  quiet,
determined  heart  of  a  mother  of  twelve
children.  This  is  the  story  of  Mary  Jo
Copeland and the organization she founded,
Sharing and Caring Hands. For many, Mary
Jo Copeland is more than just a philanthropist;
she is a living testament to the power of faith-
driven action, a woman who turned personal
tragedy  into  a  beacon  of  hope  for  the
homeless, the hungry, and the forgotten. Her
journey from a simple volunteer to the leader
of  a  multi-service  nonprofit  is  a  powerful



narrative that continues to inspire individuals
across  the nation to  look  beyond their  own
circumstances and serve others.

Mary Jo’s early life was not one of privilege.
Growing  up  in  poverty,  she  experienced
firsthand the sting of hunger and the insecurity
of not having a stable home. These formative
experiences planted a seed of empathy that
would later blossom into a full-scale mission.
She  often  speaks  about  the  moment  that
changed her life: a simple prayer in a church
where she asked God to use her to help the
poor. This prayer, born from a place of deep
faith,  set  her  on  a  path  that  would  redefine
community  service  in  the  Twin  Cities.  What
started as a small gesture—handing out a few
sandwiches and a kind word from the back of
her car—gradually evolved into a structured,
comprehensive outreach program that today
serves thousands of people every single day.

The Founding and Mission
of Sharing and Caring
Hands

Sharing  and  Caring  Hands  was  officially
founded by Mary Jo Copeland in 1985. Its core
mission is  deceptively simple yet profoundly
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chal lenging:  to  provide  basic  human
needs—food, clothing, shelter, and dignity—to
anyone  who  walks  through  its  doors,  no
questions asked. There are no forms to fill out,
no  income  verification,  and  no  judgment.  The
organization operates on the radical premise
that every person deserves to be treated with
respect and to have their immediate physical
needs  met.  This  philosophy  has  created  a
unique  and  welcoming  atmosphere  that
distinguishes it from many other social service
agencies, where bureaucracy can sometimes
create barriers to entry.

The  organization  began  in  a  small,  rented
house  before  moving  to  its  current  flagship
locat ion  on  5th  St reet  in  downtown
Minneapolis. This facility is a bustling hub of
activity,  operating  365  days  a  year.  It  is  a
place where the lines between "helper"  and
"helped"  often  blur,  as  volunteers  from  all
walks  of  life  come  together  to  serve.  The
mission is driven by a strong reliance on divine
providence;  Mary  Jo  Copeland  famously
refuses to accept government funding, relying
instead on private donations and the tireless
efforts of volunteers. This independence allows
the  organization  to  maintain  its  signature
flexibility  and  personal  touch,  ensuring  that
resources go directly to those who need them
most  without  administrative  overhead



dictating  policy.

Core Services Offered Seven Days a
Week

The daily operations at Sharing and Caring
Hands are a testament to Mary Jo Copeland's
organizational genius and her relentless drive
to  fill  gaps  in  the  social  safety  net.  The
services are comprehensive and designed to
address  the  root  causes  of  poverty  and
homelessness while also providing immediate
relief.

Meal Service: The organization serves
two hot, nutritious meals every single
day, including holidays. This is the
cornerstone of the ministry, ensuring
that no one in the area needs to go
hungry. The meals are served
restaurant-style, with volunteers
bringing food to the tables, allowing
guests to eat in a dignified and
respectful environment.
Clothing and Household Items: A
vast, free store allows guests to “shop”
for clothing, shoes, bedding, and
essential household items. This service
is crucial for families trying to get back
on their feet, for individuals escaping
domestic violence with nothing but the
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clothes on their backs, and for those
facing sudden job loss.
Showers and Laundry: Recognizing
that dignity begins with basic hygiene,
the facility offers free shower facilities
and laundry services. Having access to a
clean shower and clean clothes can be
the first, critical step for a person
seeking employment or housing.
Medical and Dental Care: In
partnership with volunteer medical
professionals, the organization provides
free basic medical and dental care. This
addresses a critical need, as access to
healthcare is often a major barrier for
the uninsured and underinsured
populations they serve.
Emergency Assistance: Staff and
volunteers provide emergency financial
assistance for rent, utilities, and
prescriptions when funds are available,
helping to prevent evictions and keep
families stable.

What  sets  these  services  apart  is  the
atmosphere in which they are delivered. Mary
Jo Copeland has cultivated a culture of radical
hospitality. Guests are referred to as “guests”
and are treated with the same courtesy one
would expect in a fine hotel. This simple act of
l inguist ic  and  behavioral  respect  is



transformative  for  people  who  are  often
ignored or treated with disdain in their daily
lives.

The Guiding Philosophy:
Faith, Hard Work, and No
Red Tape

The  driving  force  behind  the  success  of
Shar ing  and  Car ing  Hands  i s  the
unwavering  faith  of  its  founder,  Mary  Jo
Copeland.  She  is  often  seen  in  the  dining
room, greeting guests by name, wiping tables,
or  washing  dishes.  She  leads  by  example,
embodying the principle of servant leadership.
Her philosophy is rooted in the Catholic Worker
Movement and a literal  interpretation of the
Gospel call to feed the hungry and clothe the
naked. She famously operates on a "just do it"
principle.  When a  need is  identified,  she finds
a way to meet it, trusting that the resources
will appear.

This  faith-based  approach  is  not  about
proselyt iz ing;  i t  is  about  action.  The
organization  does  not  require  guests  to
participate  in  religious  services  or  listen  to
sermons.  Instead,  the  faith  is  demonstrated
through the quality of care and the volume of
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service. Mary Jo’s resilience is legendary. She
has  faced  legal  challenges,  financial  crises,
and personal health struggles, yet she remains
a  constant,  comforting  presence  at  the
mission. She often quotes the saying, “We are
not called to be successful, but to be faithful,”
which  perfectly  encapsulates  her  approach.
She measures success not in numbers, but in
the  grateful  smile  of  a  child  who  has  just
received a new coat or the tearful thank you of
a former guest  who has found a job and a
home.

How Mary Jo Copeland Inspires a
Movement

The impact of Mary Jo Copeland extends far
beyond the walls  of  her Minneapolis  facility.
She has inspired a vast network of volunteers,
donors,  and other nonprofit leaders.  Her story
is one of organic growth, driven by word-of-
mouth and the undeniable power of witnessing
genuine compassion in action. People from all
walks  of  life—corporate  executives,  college
students, retirees, and families—volunteer at
Sharing and Caring Hands.

Her legacy also includes the founding of Mary's
Place,  a  transitional  housing  facility  for
families.  This  project  was  born  out  of  her
observation  that  families  with  children  were



sleeping in cars because local  shelters were
full or separated family members. Mary's Place
provides private rooms for  families,  allowing
them  to  stay  together  while  they  work  to
regain  their  independence.  This  facility
includes  a  children's  playroom,  a  computer
lab,  and  support  services,  offering  a  holistic
path  out  of  homelessness.  The existence of
Mary's  Place  is  a  direct  result  of  Mary  Jo
Copeland's  philosophy  of  seeing  a  specific
need and building a solution around it, rather
than trying to fit people into pre-existing, rigid
programs.

The Challenge of
Sustainability and the Role
of Volunteers

Operating a 365-day-a-year, seven-day-a-week
mission is a monumental logistical challenge.
Sharing and Caring Hands relies heavily on
a massive network of volunteers. On any given
day, dozens of volunteers can be found in the
kitchen chopping vegetables, in the free store
organizing  donations,  or  in  the  dining  room
serving  coffee.  This  volunteer  base  is  the
lifeblood of the organization. Mary Jo Copeland
has a unique ability to mobilize people, making
them feel  that  their  contribution,  no  matter
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how small, is vital to the mission.

Sustainability  is  an  ongoing  concern.  The
organization requires immense resources: tons
of food, thousands of articles of clothing, and
consistent  funding  for  utilities  and  building
maintenance. Mary Jo Copeland addresses this
through  radical  transparency  and  constant
communication. She regularly shares stories of
the people served, making the need personal
and urgent. The lack of government funding
means  the  organization  must  be  agile  and
responsive to the community's needs, but it
also  means  it  is  vulnerable  to  economic
downturns  that  affect  private  donations.  Yet,
time and again, the community has rallied to
support the ministry, a testament to the trust
and goodwill Mary Jo has built over decades of
service. The model works because it is built on
a foundation of  personal  relationships,  trust,
a n d  a  s h a r e d  s e n s e  o f  c o m m u n i t y
responsibil ity.

Addressing Criticisms and
Maintaining Independence

No  organization  operating  on  such  a  large
scale is without its critics. Some question the
no-questions-asked policy, suggesting it could
be  taken  advantage  of.  Others  have  raised
concerns  about  the  lack  of  government



oversight. Mary Jo Copeland addresses these
critiques by constantly pointing to her results.
The mission serves as a critical safety net for
people  who  fall  through  the  cracks  of  the
formal  system.  For  a  person  who has  been
denied services due to a paperwork error, a
past criminal record, or a lack of identification,
Sharing and Caring Hands is a lifeline.

Mary  Jo’s  firm  stance  on  independence  is
based on her belief that accepting government
funds  would  inevitably  lead  to  rules  and
restrictions  that  could  hinder  her  ability  to
serve.  She  argues  that  the  bureaucracy  of
government  programs  often  prioritizes
compliance over compassion. By maintaining
private  funding,  she  retains  the  freedom to
make decisions instantly. If a family needs a
hotel room for the night, she can authorize it.
If a person needs a bus ticket to get to a job
interview, she can provide it.  This  flexibility  is
a  core  component  of  the  organization’s
effectiveness  and  a  direct  result  of  its
founder’s  principled  leadership.  For  every
critic,  there are hundreds of supporters who
have witnessed the direct, positive impact of
her  methods  on  their  friends,  family,  and
neighbors.
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The Enduring Legacy of
Service

As  Mary  Jo  Copeland  advances  in  age,
questions  about  the future  of  Sharing and
Caring Hands naturally arise. She has worked
to  pass  on  her  vision  and  work  ethic  to  a
dedicated  team  of  staff  and  long-term
volunteers  who  share  her  passion.  The
infrastructure she has built—the buildings, the
supply  chains,  the  volunteer  networks—is
solid.  However,  the  true  legacy  of  Mary  Jo
Copeland is the spirit of the organization. It is
a  spirit  that  says  no  problem is  too  big  to
tackle  with  faith  and hard  work,  that  every
person has inherent dignity, and that the most
powerful force for good in the world is simple,
unadorned love in action.

Her  story  serves  as  a  powerful  counter-
narrative to cynicism and despair. In a world
where we are often overwhelmed by the scale
of  problems  like  homelessness  and  hunger,
Mary  Jo  Copeland  shows  us  the  power  of
starting where we are, using what we have,
and doing what we can.  She didn't  wait  for
permission, a grant, or a strategic plan to start
feeding  people.  She  simply  began.  This
lesson—that  individual  action  matters,
compounded  by  faith  and  community—is



perhaps the most profound takeaway from her
remarkable  life.  The  doors  of  Sharing and
Caring  Hands  remain  open  because  one
woman decided to keep her heart open.

Conclusion: A Call to
Compassion

In  examining  the  life  and work  of  Mary Jo
Copeland  and the ministry of Sharing and
Caring  Hands,  we  are  confronted  with  a
powerful  example  of  what  is  possible  when
compassion is coupled with action. It is a story
that  transcends  religion,  politics,  and
geography. It is a story about seeing the face
of  humanity  in  those  who  are  suffering  and
responding  not  with  a  program,  but  with  a
handshake,  a  warm  meal,  and  a  place  of
safety. Mary Jo Copeland has not solved the
sys temic  p rob lems  o f  pover ty  and
homelessness, but she has shown us how to
treat  those  who  suffer  from  them.  She  has
built  a  monument  not  of  stone,  but  of
service—a living,  breathing organization that
demonstrates  the  profound  difference  one
person  can  make.  For  those  looking  for  a
reason to believe in the goodness of people
and the power of giving, the story of Mary Jo
Copeland  and  Sharing  and  Caring  Hands
stands as an enduring and inspiring testament.


