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| can now count myself asoneof the
unfortunateswho caught the dreaded swineflu.
It wasin late September, and | wasjust starting
to get myself geared up for the holidays. | was
downwithit for twoweeks, and it wasas awful
as| could haveimagined. Upset stomach, bad
respiratory problems, horrible headachesand
racking joint and body aches; it wasamiserable
coupleof weeks. Toadd insulttoinjury, | developed pneumoniaright
after theflu symptomssubsided. | know I'mreally sick when| lose
interestineating.

Considering that theflu was probably madeworse by my weight,
my diabetes, and my blood pressure and cholesterol problems, | guess
I’ m lucky to be counted among theliving. After | had recovered
somewhat, peopleat Poverellotold me, “ Your skinisn't gray anymore,
you must befeeling better.” | think | ought to get atee-shirt that reads,
“I survived theswineflu! Oink, oink!”

Asweenter the coldest part of the year, and the season when
influenzarunsrampant, I’mmindful of the peopleliving onthe streets.
During my bout with swineflu, | wasbeing cared for by excellent
medical professionals, had awarm homeand plenty of food and liquids,
and therewerefamily and friendsto watch over me. Despitethese
blessings, | still wantedto cry, “Mamal” for the entiretwo weeks. |
haveto admit that | felt pretty sorry for myself.

Someof my sdlf-pity subsided when | felt well enough to contem-
plate how much moreawful it would beto havetheflu, pneumonia, or
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evenabad cold, if | wasliving inatent on astreet corner. Evenasthis
isbeing written, thefirst winter sormismovingin, and I’ m ensconced
snugly inmy officeat Poverellowith heat radiating from thevents. | can
only imagine thewretchednessahomelesssick person hasto endure,
exposed to thewinter weather, living in conditionsof appallingly poor
hygiene, and having to walk through therain or fog to get food at
Poverello House. It'sawonder that more homeless peopledon’t
succumb to theelements. Asitis, usually each year around Christmas,
someone on thestreetsdiesfrom either hypothermiaor complications
from flu or pneumonia, and many moreend up at the hospital.

I’ll never forget, many years ago, aschizophrenic manwhowas
huddled onthestreets. Oneof theregular Poverello clientstold us
about him. Weinvestigated, and found theman to beinterrible condi-
tion. Hewassditting onthe sidewalk near the Rescue Mission, shivering
under afrost-covered blanket. Fortunately, hewas compliant and
gentle, and rai sed no objection when we decided to take him to the
emergency room. Thedoctor that treated himtold usthat hehad an
advanced case of pneumonia, and said that we had gotten him therein
thenick of time.

Homel ess peopl e haveto constantly worry about violence, butin
all likelihood, theweather iseven harder onthem. Winter’sicy winds
and summer’ srelentless sun probably exact agreater toll than all the
muggingsand fightsthat take placeweekly.

Christmasisan especidly hard timefor these people. Asthey
contemplate poending asignificant family holiday dl doneandill, many
become morbidly depressed, and asaresult, they drink and use drugs
more. Physically, it'sa so one of thetoughest timesof theyear. The
dreary Fresno wintersmakefor ablue Christmaswhen you' rein poor
health and out onthe street. That also leadsto greater alcohol and drug
consumption asthey try to numb both emotionsand physical discom-
fort.

Sometimes, | think that thegreatest gift that Poverello givesthe
homelesson ChristmasDay isnot the specia Christmasmeal, or even
thepresents. | think instead it isthe opportunity to get of f
the street and into awarm building, welcomed by merry -
volunteers. It'sno substitutefor being homefor the
holidays, but it sure beats spending the holiday coughing
and wheezinginacheerless, penetrating fog outside.



Why Should We Care?

“Ted” hasabad heart, and hasto take nitroglycerin to keep from
having aheart attack. Hecomesinto the Holy Cross Clinic occasion-
aly, butisvery incons stent intaking care of himself. He continuesto
drink, whichistheroot cause of hishealth problems, and thedrinking
exacerbateshisfragilecondition

“Damian” wasinthe Poverello Resident Program many yearsago.
Hehad mental healthissues, and ended up ondisability. Mikerecently
saw him, and found out that Damianisdying of throat cancer. He
chewstobacco and smokesalot of marijuana, both of which contrib-
uted to the cancer.

Hedlth careisoneof thebiggest topicsof theday in politicsand
news. Whatever the outcome of the health care debate, it will probably
not affect thelives of people such asTed and Damian. Their fateis
sealed, both by the choi cesthey madelong ago, and by the choices
they continueto make.

Many of thehomelessarevictimsof themselves. They engagein
“lifestylechoices’ (aeuphemism for destructive behavior) that almost
guarantee poverty, poor hedlth, and ultimately, miserabledeath. Many
would assessthissituation and ask the question: When peopleare
actively pursuing their own demise, why should any effort be madeon
their behalf? Why should anybody care?

That immortal Christmas character, Ebenezer Scrooge, voices
smilar sentimentsin CharlesDickens A ChristmasCarol, whenheis
approached by two men seeking acharitable contribution for poor
relief. After Scroogerebuffsthem, telling themen, in essence, that his
taxes support the prisons and workhouses, and that he does not wish to
contributeto “making idle peoplemerry,” one of the solicitorsresponds
that many would rather diethan gotothe
workhouses.

Scroogethen uttersan unforgettable
retort: “If they wouldrather die, they
had better do it, and decrease the surplus
population.” That one sentence epito-
mized Scrooge’ sflinty, selfish and mean-
spirited nature before hewasvisited by




the Ghostsof Christmas past, present and future.

Morethan summarizing Scrooge’ sviews, however, Dickens put
thosewordsin the mouth of hismost famous character for another
reason. A socia reformer and champion of the poor, Dickenswas
alarmed at what he saw asagrowing trend inintellectua circles: a
hard-bitten attitude toward the poor that wasinfluenced by the econo-
mist ThomasMalthus. Mdthus pessmigtic
predictions of widespread catastrophesdue
to overpopulation led later disciplestoview
thelower classeswith fear and resentment.
InDickens time, many believedfirmly inthe
sentimentsexpressed by Scrooge: |et them
dieand decreasethe surplus population.
Charity was seen ashampering thisnatura
processof surviva of thefittest.

Itisonething to debate the merits of
different approachesto hel ping the poor; itis
an entirely different thing to say that the poor are not worth the debate,
let dloneany assistance. Yet, there arethose even today who would say
that the homeless, or theelderly, or thementally disabled serve no useful
purposein society, and should therefore not be helped. Thisattitudeis
actually acommon temptationinaculturethat isincreasingly secular in
itsapproachtolife.

Without abelief that adivine spark resideswithin each person, it's
easy toview otherssolely intermsof their utility. Thosewho seemto
have no role serving the collective thusbecome expendable. After al,
they brought it onthemselves, didn’t they?

It'struethat many peopleare self-destructiveto the point of being
beyond help. However, at Poverello, we believe that God should be
thejudge, not us. That person beyond medical help may bevery open
tospiritual help. Likewise, even aseemingly hopel essmedical casemay
be nothing of the sort; we' ve seen peoplerecover from what appeared
to betermina medical conditions.

During the Christmas season, it’sgood to be mindful of thefact that
all of us, at sometime, need help. Like Ebenezer Scroogeafter his
Christmasvigtations, we sometimesfind the spiritua helpweourseves
need by opening our heartsto peopl e others consider hopeless.




Books Available

For many years, peoplewould tell Founder
MikeMcGarvinthat he ought to do something
with all the pictureshe had taken of the homeless.
IN1993, St. AgnesMedica Center helped him
put some of hisbest photographstogether, and
theresult wasabook entitled Onthe Level:
Walking the Sreets with Mike McGarvin.

L ater on, thewifeof oneof Mike' sfriends
thought that the countless colorful storiesof his
early lifeand Poverello’s past would makea
great nonfiction book. Thefruit of thisideawas
Papa Mike, hisautobiography and the history of
Poverdllo House, publishedin 2003.

Thebooksareavailablefor $20 each. Each
book would make an excellent Christmasgift.

If youwouldliketo order abook, you can
call Poverello at (559) 498-6988, or fill out the
form below and send it with your check, money
order or credit card information. We' |l happily

pay the postage.

Papa Mike

I Please send me copy(ies) of Mike McGarvin's book, On the Level ($20 per copy). I

I Please send me copy(ies) of Mike McGarvin's book, Papa Mike ($20 per copy).

I MeTHOD OF PAYMENT:

O Credit Card

O Check/Money Order enclosed (Make checks payable to Poverello House)

TYPE OF CARD (VISA, MASTERCARD)

ACCOUNT NUMBER / EXPIRATION DATE

CARDHOLDER SIGNATURE

I CARDHOLDER TELEPHONE #

| Send to Poverello House, P.O. Box 12225, Fresno, CA 93777-2225



Amici Christmas Parties

Amici del Poverello Guild knowshow tothrow aparty! Inthis
case, two parties. Asthey havedonefor many years, theGuildis
hosting aChristmas party on December 5, 2009 for familieshere at
Poverello House, and another party for themen in our Resident Pro-
gram on December 6, 2009, at Pardini’s.

Thefamily party will includerefreshments, holiday crafts, pictures
with Santa, and giftsfor each child; theresident party isachancefor
drug addictstorelax and fed alittlebit human again. Both partiesare
by now anAmici tradition.

Amici isawayslooking for new volunteersand contributors. If
you'dliketo get involved, call usat (559) 498-6988, and we' || connect
youwithanAmici member.

Visions of Sugarplums...

WEell, most kidsdon’t expect sugarplumsunder thetreethese days,
but there arethousands of poor kidsinthe Central Valley that cometo
Pov for Christmas becausetheir parentscan’t afford gifts. You can
maketheir Christmasmorejoyful by contributing new or gently-used
toys. Wealso passout scarves, knit caps, and glovesto adults, sowe
need many donations of theseitems. Call usat (559) 498-6988to find
out whereto drop off your contributions, and haveaMerry Christmas!

Wish List

TURKEYS!! HAMS!!I
New or gently-used toys
Scarves, knit caps, gloves, coats, sweaters

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

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