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Mike McGarvin, Founder James Connell, Executive Director

Founder Mike McGarvin and I are polar
opposites in personality and skills.  This has
made for some big misunderstandings and
arguments over the years.  However, we do
share a few similarities:  we’re both stubborn, of
Irish descent, and, strangely enough, we’re the
same age.

Mike and I turned sixty-five this year, and
we’re still in shock.  We both agree that we don’t feel this old mentally,
although our eyesight, hearing and aches and pains tell us differently.

I remember how we mutually discovered that at the magical age of
fifty, more frequent visits to doctors were necessary.  This process has
steadily accelerated over the last fifteen years, and now we have plenty
of doctor and hospital stories to swap.

We’ve also shared a sort of ritual for sixty-five-year-olds:  we both
went to visit the Social Security Office this year.  We have to get our
ducks in a row now that we are officially old.  Although neither of us has
plans for retiring in the near future, it’s sobering to realize that we are
now of certified retirement age.

Mike and I are fortunate.  We both have jobs, families, friends and
health insurance to ease this tough transition into “the golden years.”
That’s an interesting phrase, isn’t it?  For most people, there’s little
about aging that’s golden.  It usually means declining vitality, increasing
physical pain, and coming to grips with mortality; all in all, a fairly
depressing agenda.

Aging must be especially depressing for poor and homeless people.
Most of us, as we grow older, look back on our lives and assess our



accomplishments.  An elderly homeless person can only look back and
say, “So here’s where all my effort got me—a place in the meal line at
Poverello House.”

The ailments that Mike and I now have are a combination of
sometimes not taking the best care of ourselves, and the inevitable
wearing-out of the body.  We’re kind of like cars with about 200,000
miles on their odometers, still chugging along, but increasingly in need of
replacement parts.  In comparison to us, however, an elderly homeless
person’s health is usually terribly compromised by street conditions, the
effects of alcohol and drug abuse, or even the long-term, disabling side
effects of prescription drug usage.  Medications for mental illness, in
particular, which many of our clients have to take, can be devastating to
a person’s health after many years.

Additionally, seniors on the streets are often victims of crime.
Younger, unscrupulous thugs see them as easy money.  For example,
Gilbert, an old alcoholic who was both charming and harmless, came in
to Poverello House one day with a stab wound to his stomach.  He’d
been rolled and stabbed for the meager leftovers of his Social Security
check.  The stabbing was just a sadistic afterthought; Gilbert didn’t put
up any resistance. Any elderly person on the streets has to constantly
fear similar, or worse, treatment.

In more traditional societies, the contributions of the old are valued,
and their experience is viewed as an asset.  The elderly in such places
are assured a place of honor, and usually have extended families that
take care of them.  Our fast-paced, youth-obsessed culture tends to see
seniors as more of a nuisance than an asset, and people often view the
homeless similarly.  So, combined with physical deterioration and fear, a
homeless senior faces a deep sense of uselessness and loneliness.  So
much for the golden years.

We all take things for granted, but
working here, I’ve become more aware of
my blessings.  I’m grateful that as I age, I
have resources to help me adjust and cope.
I’m also grateful that Poverello is here as a
resource and a sanctuary for those elderly
who live their final years in poverty. With-
out homes or loved ones to watch over
them, they really have nowhere else to go.



A Sad Twilight

How does a senior citizen end up sleeping on the sidewalk?  Is it
the fault of neglect, individual failure, or a society that has cast him
aside?  Is it long years of mental illness, alcoholism, drug addiction, or
bad choices?

The specter of someone’s grandfather or grandmother standing in a
soup line, sleeping at a mission, or rummaging through a garbage bin is a
nightmare most people don’t want to envision.  Yet, it happens.  Why?

Anytime we discuss homelessness, there is no one simple answer.
Social problems do not exist in a vacuum; there are always external
forces, coupled with interior reactions to those forces, which work
together to create a person in distress.  If enough people share the same
sort of distress, a social problem is born.

Many of the homeless elderly people come to Poverello House
because their families have disintegrated.  There is no one willing or able
to care for them, and they thus become a burden to their relatives.
They might have a problem such as dementia or addiction, which makes
them hard or impossible to deal with; perhaps, though, their grown
children simply don’t care, or are immersed in their own lives and
problems too deeply to be of any help to their old father or mother.

Some come to us quietly.  One frail man in his late seventies or
early eighties was always grateful for a meal, and rarely said much.
Later we found out that he had served as a pilot in World War II and
had been captured by the Germans.  We never knew why he was on
the streets.  One day, he just didn’t show up, and we haven’t seen him
since.  It’s been a few years, so we can only assume that he is dead.

Others make their presence known by their behavior.  An elderly
gentleman with diabetes and a drinking problem refused to take care of
himself, and constantly asked us to call ambulances for him.  After
awhile, it became apparent that this was a sick game:  he would consis-
tently refuse to do what doctors told him, then end up being transported
to the hospital in a self-induced diabetic emergency, where he was again
told to watch his diet, quit drinking, and take his insulin.  Within a day,
he’d be back to the same destructive routine, and soon requesting
another ambulance ride.



In another instance, a sweet little old lady stayed at Naomi’s House
and ate at Poverello often enough to be considered a “regular.”  She
looked like, and probably was, somebody’s grandma.  Unfortunately,
she also made impossible demands, swore at staff people like a sailor,
and spewed out ugly racist remarks.  It’s possible that she had a form of
senile dementia, because her manner was so bizarre and unpredictable.
It was a challenge to serve her and at the same time try to reign in her
outbursts.

These vignettes demonstrate that there is no stereotypical category
of homeless elderly; they are sometimes victims of others, sometimes
victims of their own vices or infirmities.  However, what is universally
worrisome is that they are old, and much more frail than younger
homeless adults.  We worry about them for the same reason we worry
about children on the streets:  they are, sooner or later, destined to
become crime or mortality statistics.

There is also a monstrous indignity to being elderly and homeless.
Despite the fact that our country no longer reveres the old, there is still
enough moral capital left over from the past to make us squirm at the
thought of a white-haired man shivering in the rain, or succumbing to
heatstroke in the blaze of an August afternoon.  When we see a senior
citizen in such dire circumstances,
something inside most of us
screams, “This isn’t right!”

It really isn’t right, but it’s a
sad and sordid reality.  At
Poverello House, we’ve helped
many senior citizens get off the
street over the years, but some of
them, through choice or behavior
over which they have little
control, return to homelessness,
again and again.  There is little to
do except what Poverello does:
keep trying.  Every day of the
year, we offer options for people
who are beaten down by too
many seasons of sorrow.



Granville Home of Hope

Granville Homes is proud to
present the 2008 Home of Hope
fund-raiser, which benefits Poverello
House and seven other local
nonprofit organizations.  A 2,029
square-foot Pasatiempo home with
three bedrooms, two-and-a-half
baths, and a three-car garage will
be built in Granville Homes La
Ventana community, located in
northwest Fresno.  The home will be built in collaboration with various
partners as the prize for a raffle to be held Saturday, October 11, 2008.
Opportunity tickets are available for a $100 donation.  Last year, the
Home of Hope event raised $42,180 for Poverello House.  Since its
inception in 2006, the Home of Hope fund-raiser has raised nearly $1
million for valley nonprofits.

For more information, visit www.gvhomeofhope.com.

Website Update

Last winter, we finished the project of updating and improving our
website.  However, if it’s been awhile since you visited it, we’ve added
even more since then.  Now you can access videos featuring Poverello
and Naomi’s House; view a yearly calendar that lists our events, special
meals and fund-raisers; find an archive of our newsletters in PDF
format; discover details about volunteering; donate online for your
convenience; check out pie charts of our income and operating ex-
penses; check out the hours of operation for all of Poverello’s services;
and scroll through a gallery of Mike McGarvin’s photographs of the
homeless and our volunteers.  We’re very excited about the website,
and we think you will be, too. We encourage you to visit the site at
www.poverellohouse.org, spend a few minutes experiencing all it has
to offer, and then drop us an email to tell us what you think of it.  We
would greatly appreciate your feedback.



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

Men’s jeans * Men’s underwear * Socks

Olive oil * Coffee * Eggs & bacon

8 1/2” x 11” copy paper

Disposable razors * Toothbrushes & toothpaste

Remember, we now take credit card donations.  Please see

the enclosed envelope for instructions.

Wish List

Poverello Ponderings…

To give without seeking reward
To help without thinking it is virtuous—

Therein lies great virtue.
To keep account of your actions

To help with the hope of gaining merit—
Therein lies no virtue.

The highest virtue is to act without a sense of self
The highest kindness is to give without condition
The highest justice is to see without preference.

—Lao Tzu

All men are brothers, yes, but how to love your brother or sister
when they are sunk in ugliness, foulness, and degradation, so that all the
senses are affronted?... The very fact that we put ourselves in these
situations, I think, attests to our desire to love God and our neighbor.

—Dorothy Day
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