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Volunteer Resolutions
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by Beth O’Grady

It was just about 10 years ago when my life was very different from what it would soon become. I lived what I felt was an average life with a week full of hard work and long hours and a weekend full of ‘errands’ and work around the house- maybe dinner with a friend. I would save all year for a ‘nice’ vacation, ring in the New Year, and do it all again. I never gave much thought to what my life meant to others or what I could contribute to the world. I did, however, have a vague rumbling below the surface that whispered to me that there was something important I was suppose to do, I just didn’t know what that was. 

But in September 1999, my life turned upside down when a drunk driver killed my brother, Stephen O’Grady, at the age of 30. Even as I write the words, it seems surreal that this was his sad destiny, and that it would become a pivotal point in my life. But tragedy has a way of doing that to you; turning you upside down until your life is so jumbled up you have no choice but to begin it over again, sorting things out by importance and rebuilding. As the quote reads on my computer at work “There will be a time when you believe everything is finished. That will be the beginning.” (Louis L’Amour).

As I started my forced “new beginning”, I was asked to join the board of the Boys & Girls Club of Greater Salem, MA, the organization where my brother Stephen served as Executive Director at the time of his death. What started out as a way to learn more about the organization he was so dedicated to soon became a driving force in my own life, and almost 10 years later I am still inspired by the good works, the great kids, and the mission of this wonderful organization. Through my volunteer work with the Boys & Girls Club, as well as with the Stephen O’Grady Scholarship Foundation, I have come to realize that no matter how busy we are and no matter how full our lives may seem, we all have the capability to give back. Whether our donation is one of time, money or resources, each of us has something we can offer to make our community a better place.

And as I’ve become more involved in my community, I have come to appreciate not just what being a volunteer has added to my own life, but how our actions positively affect the lives of so many others.  I have met volunteers who work for a wide range of organizations around the city- from neighborhood groups, to homeless shelters to other youth organizations. Regardless of the organization they support, each shares a dedication to their cause and a selfless commitment of time and energy that continues to inspire me. In lives that are already a balancing act of work and family, time and energy, I have seen many citizens whose volunteer efforts equal that of a part time job or more. And their combined efforts have made Salem a better place for all of us. 

On New Year’s Day, the Wicked Running Club – another group I am involved in - put on the Frosty Four Road Race. Over 50 volunteers contributed their time and resources at the busiest time of the year for the simple pleasure of providing a fun event that will bring local runners together, and award scholarships to local students. It was a great way to start the New Year, surrounded by people who- in the midst of their hectic personal lives – took the time to enrich their community through their combined energies.


So as another year starts, each of us is once again given the gift of a new beginning to do with what we will. Let’s choose to make the most of it and meet the challenges that may lie ahead with hope and optimism. Let’s work together as a team and a community to never forget that each of us has something we can contribute to make this a better place. Find a cause you feel passionately about, and take the next step to become actively involved. Find a way to help, any way you can, and realize no effort is too small, as many humble actions can add up to great things. 

This year will be the 10th anniversary of my brother Stephen’s death, and yes that voice still whispers to me that there is much to do. Perhaps that voice will never be silenced, but as I look back I take great comfort in the wonderful things that have happened in my brother’s memory over the past ten years. While it is sad it took such tragedy for me to realize the importance of giving back, I will be forever grateful to my brother for teaching me what he always knew- working together, we can accomplish many great things. 

