


I met a little girl in our dining room, back
when she was about seven years old. I’ll call
her Gloria. She’s now twelve, and she’s had
arough go of'it in life.

Her mom is an alcoholic, which means
that Gloria’s life is markedly unpleasant. The
very fact that they eat at Poverello House tells
us something about their situation. The mom
has had innumerable false starts, getting into
apartments, then losing them, and going on the streets in-between.
Most of the time, Gloria’s grandmother takes care of her, because
Mom can’t handle it. The grandmother also frequents Poverello,
because she too is poor.

As Christmas approaches, I find myself thinking about Gloria
and so many others like her. For these kids, Christmas can be one of
two things. Either it’s a short but bright respite from the dreariness
of their daily lives, or it’s just another disappointment, a
confirmation that life is harsh, unfair and miserable.

As a child growing up in a horribly dysfunctional family, I had
my share of Christmases that turned into nightmares, depending on
how much my dad was drinking at the time. It grieves me to see
what happens as these children mature; it’s sad to watch the light of
childhood wonder in their eyes gradually snuffed out by deplorable
living conditions, uncertainty, and the whims of unstable parents.

Over the years, Christmas at Poverello has been a real mixed
bag of emotions for me. On the one hand, there are always people

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Dennis Major, President Kathy Hoover ADVISORY BOARD MEMBERS
JimKinter, 1st Vice President Cathy Johnson LynnBaker
Jeff Negrete, 2nd Vice President Robert Levine Elizabeth Fillpot
John Frye Jr., Treasurer Steve Lutton Anthony Folcarelli
Robin Duke, Secretary Carol Maul John “Nip” Gallagher
PatBradley Louis McMurray Linda Moradian
Tom Cleary Joel Murillo Tim Nibler
Sister Mary Clennon AnnOwen Sister Ruth Marie Nickerson, CSCD
James Connelly Frank Puglia D. Harvey Oh
Mark Delton Melvin Renge Robert H. Scribner
Jim Devaney Mayo Ryan Marvin Smith
Charles Farnsworth JimVan De Velde Jane Worsley

Brian Glover
Jennifer Graves

Mike McGarvin, Founder James Connell, Executive Director



“on the make” during the holidays. Families that have already gone
to other agencies and loaded up on gifts sometimes greedily come
here for more; when we’re distributing sleeping bags or scarves and
gloves, chronically homeless people sometimes grab all that they
can get away with and sell the extras. Those incidents can make a
person very cynical.

However, for the most part, the people coming on Christmas are
truly in need, would otherwise have nowhere else to go, and are
very, very grateful for the food and gifts. This is especially true of
the children that show up Christmas morning.

I like my role of being “Papa Mike”, particularly when it comes
to kids. I believe that as adults, we spend a big part of our lives
trying to compensate for, make sense of, and give meaning to our
childhood. Tknow that I have plenty of unresolved issues from
growing up with a drunk, abusive father. When I was younger, those
issues manifested themselves in mindless, violent behavior. Since [
found the Lord and grew up a little, I now deal with the past by
doing my best to help people overcome their present circumstances,
so they don’t have to tread the same destructive paths that I did.
With kids, I just want to make them happy, and give them hope that
someone out there cares about their lives and their dreams. If give
a child a “happy dollar”, or see to it that he gets a nice gift on
Christmas, it doesn’t alter the fundamental problems in his life, but
if it makes him happy for a few minutes, then maybe that’s something
he’ll remember. You never know how healing a simple kindness can
be for someone in despair.

There’s something someone could do for Gloria that she would
probably remember the rest of her life. She has developed a
passion for playing baseball. When I was a teenager, sports was
something that helped me cope with my life at home, and my guess is
that it’s the same for this girl. Ialso can guess that if she has any
equipment, it’s probably not very high quality.

If anyone would like to make a special Christmas
memory for her, a good baseball glove might be just -
the ticket. If you’d like to donate this item and bring
some joy into Gloria’s life, make sure that it gets
directed to me, and I’ll see to it that she has a great
Christmas morning.



A Heroic Challenge to Low Expectations

Human behavior is never simple. The greatest sinner can one
day become a saint, and a good man can make the wrong choices
and end up on a path to ruin. The unpredictability of the human soul
is a variable that cannot be isolated and studied with certainty.
However, in spite of this reality, we all get accustomed to patterns
of behavior, and tend to see people in terms of “types” and
“classes”, and thus predict behavior based upon the untested
assumptions we make. We observe individual acts or cultural traits,
magnify and generalize them, and, after a while, we expect people to
act and think in certain ways. These expectations, of course, form
the basis of stereotypes, which are simply biased perceptions about
whole groups of people.

Often, we recount stories in our newsletter that illustrate the
difficulties, tragedies, and overwhelming contradictions concerning
the homeless and our task of helping them. Certainly many people
stereotype the homeless, and even those of us with the best of
intentions end up believing that we know how the homeless will act,
based on biases we have formed. While some people fit into our
stereotypical perceptions, others defy them, and challenge our often
simplistic and global assumptions. When that happens, it’s usually a
good thing.

People in line for food in our dining room queue up on the
southern wall as they come through the door. Here, they wait to
move up to the serving window. This places them in close
proximity to tables where people are already eating. Often, to pass
the time while they wait, those in line exchange pleasantries with
friends who have already be served. Occasionally, an argument
will break out between someone in line and someone seated, but that
is, thankfully, a very rare occurrence.

One day recently, a “Code Red” call crackled across our
walkie-talkies. Code Red is never good news; it means that there is
a fight taking place, or that someone is having some kind of medical
emergency, and all available staff need to rush to the scene to assist.
Over the years, Code Reds have been invoked for seizures, fainting,
one-on-one fights, melees involving many people, car accidents,



stabbings, and shootings. A Code Red is guaranteed to make one’s
adrenaline start pumping.

This time, the Code Red was for a man seated near the line on
the south wall. He had tried to swallow something too large, and it
became lodged in his throat. He started choking severely, his face
turning purple, and the people around him began panicking.

The men on security duty knew they needed help, so they
immediately put the call out on the radios. Just as they did, a
homeless man in the food line observed what was happening. He
quickly walked over to the distressed man, and proceeded to do a
textbook Heimlich Maneuver on him. After a few abdominal thrusts
on the choking victim’s diaphragm, the
food rocketed out of the victim’s mouth,
and he could breathe once more.

As nonchalantly as he left the line, the
rescuer walked back over and resumed his
place. He was a hero, but he nevertheless
didn’t seem to want much attention, nor
did he want to miss his meal.

This action surprised many of us, but
it shouldn’t have. Sometimes, we make
the mistake of thinking far too negatively about our homeless guests,
based on the actions of a few. In reality, there is a sense of
community and helpfulness among many of the homeless.

Around here, the old saying, “There is no honor among
thieves”, sometimes gets paraphrased as, “There is no kindness
among homeless addicts.” Addictive behavior is often quite
predictable, but, because we are dealing with individual human
souls, our predictions are never the last word. Even people in the
throes of this extremely self-centered affliction are capable of rising
above their circumstances and aiding someone else.

Those of us who labor trying to help the homeless are also
human. That means that in spite of our good intentions, we
sometimes lapse into negative attitudes, stereotypical thinking, and
low expectations. Occasionally, God sends a small miracle our
way, like the homeless hero described above, to remind us that
people are every bit as capable of saintly behavior as they are of
selfishness.




Special Needs for the Christmas Holidays

Poverello House welcomes and appreciates all gifts and
donations, but this time of year, we have some special needs.
Donations of turkeys top the list of food. Turkeys are usually on
sale through the holidays, and our goal is 800 to 1,000 turkey
donations. The meat is not only used for Thanksgiving and
Christmas, but most of'it is frozen and served throughout the year. In
fact, turkeys are often what get us through the lean summer months,
when donations drop off.

In the cold winter season, coffee is an immense blessing to
shivering homeless people. We like to provide a cup of joe daily to
anyone who comes through the doors, but to do so, we need plenty
of coffee contributions.

We also hope that donations of knit caps, gloves, and scarves
come in, as these are particularly welcomed by people staying on
the streets. If we have enough, we like to give these out as presents
to homeless adults on Christmas Day. We can also use any other
winter clothing, such as sweaters,
coats, sweatshirts, and long underwear.

Finally, we need toys for the many
children who will show up on
Christmas Day. Toys should be new. If
you wrap them, please write
somewhere on an attached card or on
the wrapping paper whether it is a gift
for a boy or girl, and the appropriate
age the recipient should be.

Your contributions are what enable us to provide a memorable
Christmas for men, women and children who have nowhere else to
turn. Thank you, and Merry Christmas.

Two Gift Ideas

In 1993, On the Level: Walking the Streets with Mike
McGarvin was published. It is a photographic compilation of some



of the best of Founder Mike McGarvin’s homeless portraits. In
2003, Poverello House was able to offer a companion volume
entitled Papa Mike. Papa Mike is Mike Mcgarvin’s autobiography
and his history of Poverello House. You can purchase either book
for $20 each, and all proceeds will benefit Poverello House. With
Christmas right around the corner, these books would make very
meaningful gifts.

To order the books, just fill out the form below, clip it out, and
send it with your check, money order or credit card number to:

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

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

I METHOD OF PAYMENT:

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

ACCOUNT NUMBER / EXPIRATION DATE

CARDHOLDER SIGNATURE

CARDHOLDER TELEPHONE #

I
I
I
I
I
I
TYPE OF CARD (VISA, MASTERCARD) I
I
I
I
I
I
ol

December Wish List

Turkeys (we need 800 to 1,000; any turkey
donation will be greatly appreciated)
Coffee * Coftfee creamer
New toys, wrapped or unwrapped
Warm men’s clothing

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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