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IMPERIAL BEACH — In the first encyclical of his pontificate, “Deus Caritas Est” [“God Is Love”], Pope 
Emeritus Benedict wrote, “Love — caritas — will always prove necessary, even in the most just 
society.” 

The volunteers at St. Charles Caritas have worked for 12 years to ensure that the poor and suffering 
in San Diego County and Tijuana receive not just material needs, but the one true human necessity — 
love. 

Merlyn and Jim Baker, parishioners at St. Charles Parish in Imperial Beach, founded Saint Charles 
Caritas in 2001 after Merlyn spent years witnessing extreme poverty while crossing the border to work 
at one of Tijuana’s “maquiladoras” — a manufacturing plant located in a free trade zone. Since 2001, 
the Bakers have persevered through poor health and job loss to see Caritas grow into a thriving 
ministry with, at times, up to 40 volunteers serving two charitable organizations in San Diego County 
and five in Tijuana. 

“I never dreamed that I [would] be running a charity. It started only [out] of a thought to help the 
poor people,” said Merlyn Baker. 

Caritas’ goal is to distribute $500 worth of food and basic necessities to each organization it supports, 
including the needy within the St. Charles Parish community and surrounding neighborhoods. In 
September, the charity gave out more than $4,000 worth of food, baby formula and monetary 
donations to organizations ranging from Tijuana-based orphanages to San Diego-based Birthline, a 
nonprofit, pro-life organization that assists mothers in crisis pregnancies. 

“Caritas and all the wonderful parishioners at St. Charles Parish have been great blessings to Birthline 
of San Diego,” said Marti Mendivil, a Birthline volunteer. “They not only give us monetary donations to 
help in paying our rent, they also purchase formula and Nido milk for the babies and children.” 

On any given Saturday at the Chula Vista Costco, Caritas volunteers are not fighting for a spot in the 
long sample lines or getting sucked in to the numerous gadget demonstrations. They’re filling their 
baskets with food, cleaning products and other basic necessities destined for the pantries of some of 
Tijuana’s poorest. According to Caritas, the food donated to each charity is stretched to last for 22 
days out of the month. Caritas boasts the absence of overhead costs, claiming that 100 percent of 
received donations — coming mostly from St. Charles parishioners — go to helping the poor and 
suffering. 

Caritas operates with the full support of its parish pastor, Father James Bahash. 

“They provide us with a way of exercising our Christian charter,” Father Bahash said. “I am very 
pleased with the good works that they have been doing.” 

Caritas’ efforts south of the border focus on supporting charitable organizations whose outreach 
ranges from needy children to the elderly and single mothers. These charitable organizations are run 
by several religious orders, including the Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, the Marian Sisters, and 
the Sisters of Our Lady of Charity. 

Through a recent Caritas initiative, dotingly referred to as “Project Milk,” more than 60 pounds of 
powdered milk are donated every month and distributed to three Tijuana-area orphanages that house 
children ranging in age from infants to 12 years old. These children have endured everything from 
abuse to single-parent homes that simply cannot care for their needs. 

Caritas’ lifeline has extended beyond providing just basic sustenance. When their charitable work in 
Tijuana began, Caritas, through the generosity of individual donors, repaired dilapidated rooftops and 
performed sorely needed structural repairs for numerous charitable organizations. 



Paul Bell, a volunteer with Caritas since 2001, said, “The people that Caritas seek out to help are the 
people who have been forgotten. Many are south of the border that live in horrific conditions that no 
one could imagine. ... Seeing how grateful these families are and knowing what we have done makes 
me continue this quest, to always keep trying to make a difference in the lives of the people who need 
it the most.” 

Reflecting on what the future holds for Caritas, Baker said, “It will be God who will lead me and plan 
for the ministry.” Not straying from her current charge, Baker continued, “I would like to continue to 
be consistent in helping the seven charities that we have right now.” 

For more information about Saint Charles Caritas or to find out how to assist the ministry, 
visit www.saint charles.org/st-charles-caritas. 

	  


