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I’m not much of a reader, preferring instead
the hypnotic luminescence of my big screen TV,
viewed from the comfort of my recliner.  I have
to really be interested in the subject matter of a
book to sacrifice quality time with my television.

When a friend handed me an out-of-print
book entitled Skid Row Beat, by Loren
Christensen, my curiosity was piqued.  When my
friend explained the author was an ex-cop and a

black belt in three martial arts, I was pretty much sold.  I started reading
and couldn’t put it down.

I’m not necessarily recommending the book; it’s definitely not for
the faint-of-heart.  The author worked a police beat in Portland’s
extensive skid row district for many years.  As a rookie policeman, he
was shocked by what he saw.  In later years as a veteran on the force,
he was more callused.   However, his book makes it clear that he was
able to grasp the humanity behind the debris and see humor in some of
the revolting situations.

The vignettes in the book took me back to the old days of the
1970s.  In my own book, Papa Mike, I was tempted to “let it all hang
out” and describe in nauseating detail all of my experiences, but
Poverello staff convinced me to tone it down.  I’m glad I did.  Reading
Skid Row Beat, I realized that this author didn’t tone anything down.
After a while, even though I’d seen many of the same sorts of things,
reading it exhausted me.

Christensen divides his book into four sections:  Sex, Violence,
Bodily Excretions, and Characters.  Those categories sum up what I’ve



seen down here over the course of almost forty years.  Homelessness
isn’t pretty, and I’ve gagged many times at the sights and smells I’ve
encountered.

There’s only one category that I think the author omitted:  Jesus.
My entry into Christianity was through the Franciscan perspective.  My
early training in San Francisco encouraged me to believe that in every
food line on skid row, Jesus is mysteriously present.

As Poverello grew, I came into contact with more and more
Protestant and Evangelical volunteers.  Like the Franciscans, these
people believed that Christ was out there among the prostitutes, winos,
and addicts, but they also were confident about Jesus changing the
hearts and minds of people who seemed beyond hope.  Some of them
were disappointed when they faced the stubborn reality of homeless
resistance to change; others hung in there and nurtured along some
miracles.

Finally, I began meeting people from Twelve-Step programs who
had faith in a Higher Power.  For some of them, that Power was Christ.
A.A. and N.A. are spiritual programs, and have been responsible for
helping countless addicts find recovery, against all odds.  Many people
who were down and out at Poverello House now have homes, jobs,
and happy, purposeful lives thanks to Twelve-Step programs.

At the end of Christensen’s book, I got a sense that the author was
very empathetic, genuinely liked the people he met on skid row, and in
many ways made life better for some of them.  However, being basically
an optimist, I didn’t like how the book made me feel.  It left me some-
what depressed, and I had to ask myself, “Is that all there is?  Is it only
filth, degradation, and insanity?  Is there no hope for any of these
people ever climbing out of this hellhole?”

The Catholics, Protestants and people in A.A. and N.A. changed
how I viewed the human destruction of homelessness. Believe me, the
ugliness is real, and it’s something that repels many people with good
intentions.  However, beyond the ugliness, the deeper reality is spiritual.
That spiritual reality helps me realize that each person
walking into Poverello House, no matter how physically
degraded or emotionally tortured, is a precious child of
God.  Without that belief, I doubt that I’d have the
heart to continue showing up here each day.



Transitions

Last June, Poverello House experienced three difficult losses.
First, on June 8, 2011, Renge Pharmacy in Chinatown closed its doors
for the final time.  On June 9, 2011, Reverend William Cato, former
staff member, volunteer, and longtime friend of Poverello House, passed
away.  Finally, on June 17, 2011, CeCe Lomeli-Perez, our beloved
nurse practitioner who helped run Holy Cross Clinic at Poverello for
eighteen years, retired.

Mel Renge and his pharmacy were mainstays of Chinatown for
many, many years.  His father, Nobuo Renge,
began the business in 1951 on California
Avenue.  The pharmacy moved to Chinatown,
and for as long as anyone can remember,
provided an unparalleled level of  service to the
community there.

Renge’s Pharmacy was known for helping
people in need, whether that meant flexible
payment plans, writing off medications that
were given to impoverished customers, deliver-
ing prescriptions, or supplying Poverello House with free medication for
the Holy Cross Clinic to dispense.  Customers were treated as friends,
and Mel and his staff watched out for those who were weak and
vulnerable.

Mel has also been a member of Poverello’s Board of Directors
since the 1990s.  As a board member, his contributions have been
countless.  He’s given generously to our mission, and as someone
operating a business in the neighborhood, offered invaluable insights
about the homeless problems he saw on a daily basis.

Because of hard times, Mel had to sell the business, and will now
be working at the CVS Pharmacy on Fulton Mall.  His leaving will
create a huge void in the neighborhood, but he will continue as a
Poverello board member, for which we are very grateful.

An assistant pastor at Saint’s Rest Missionary Baptist Church,
Reverend William Cato was our staff chaplain in the late 1980s and
early 1990s.  After leaving Poverello, he continued to work with
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homeless families through Evangelicals for
Social Action, and volunteered to coordinate
our Sunday services here.  Reverend Cato was
known primarily for his fervent preaching and
his loving encouragement of every homeless
person he met.  Even as he aged, he seemed to
have boundless energy and a heart overflowing
with God’s love.  Illness forced him to give up
the Sunday services some time ago.  His smile
and sense of mission will be sorely missed.
Our prayers go out to his family and to everyone who counted him as a
friend.

Finally, with a heavy heart we said goodbye to CeCe Lomeli-
Perez, who for so long helped guide and expand the services at the
Holy Cross Clinic.  CeCe retired and moved to the coast with her
husband, Dr. Joe Perez, a former Clinic volunteer dentist.  CeCe and
Dr. Joe actually met at the clinic, providing us with a great Poverello
love story.

CeCe was an immensely knowledgeable, unfailingly compassion-
ate, and zealous advocate for the medical,
social and spiritual needs of the poor.  It
seemed that she knew everybody in the
medical community, and managed to get
everyone to owe her a favor.  Often, when
there was no recourse for a homeless person
with a medical emergency, CeCe would get on
the phone and “call in her chips” to find help.
Her energetic advocacy resulted in the Holy
Cross Clinic developing specialty clinics, such

as diabetes, women’s health, and eye clinics, to address the needs of
underserved people.  In many ways, her name became synonymous
with the Holy Cross Clinic.  To say that we will grieve her departure is a
huge understatement.

Transitions happen in life, and they also happen in the life of an
organization.  However, it’s rare that so many profound changes take
place at almost the same time.  Please keep Poverello House in your
prayers as we try to acclimatize ourselves to life without Renge Phar-
macy, Reverend Cato, and CeCe.



NALC Again Stamps Out Hunger

Last May, the National Association of Letter Carriers (NALC)
held their 19th Annual “Stamp Out Hunger” food drive.  They collected
almost 90,000 pounds of food to Poverello House.  Can you imagine
how many people can be fed with forty-five tons of food?  This drive
was an overwhelming success, and we are so grateful to the countless
letter carriers and postal personnel who helped, as well as the many
volunteers who sorted the food once it arrived.

These are very tough economic times, but in spite of job worries
and belt tightening, our community came through and gave generously to
help the less fortunate.  Thank you to everyone who contributed in
some way, and special thanks to the NALC and postal workers.



Remember, we now take credit card donations.  Please see
the enclosed envelope for instructions.

To donate online, visit our website at www.poverellohouse.org

August Wish List

Men’s tee-shirts * Jeans * Socks * Shorts
Olive oil * Ground beef * Sugar * Coffee

8 1/2” x 11” Copy paper * Disposable razors

Congratulations!

Doreen Eley began her post-college career as a social worker.
She had a heart for marginal people, and her work at Marjoree Mason
Center eventually led to a directorship at Naomi’s House.  After serving
there for many years, Doreen came on board at Poverello House as our
Deputy Director of Administration.

Doreen considered going back to school to get a master’s degree
in social work, but her increasingly administrative role led her to con-
clude that a business degree would be more useful.  While continuing to
work at Poverello, Doreen took on the challenging Masters in Business
Administration (MBA) program at Fresno State.  Last May, exhausted
but happy, she completed the program and received her degree.  We
congratulate her for this accomplishment that will augment her skills and
knowledge.

Poverello Ponderings...

I should know by this time that just because I feel that everything is
useless and going to pieces and badly done and futile, it is not really that
way at all.  It is in the hands of God.  Let us abandon everything to
Divine Providence.

—Dorothy Day
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