


I recently had a medical appointment at
Clovis Community Hospital. I’d been there
before for this procedure, so I knew where I
was going. Or so I thought.

As I got off the freeway, I made a wrong
turn. For the next half-an-hour, I drove in
circles in increasingly unfamiliar turf.
Suddenly, I realized that I was starting to go
up into the foothills. I panicked, but
somehow, my diminished brain was finally able to re-orient me, and
I eventually made it to my appointment.

The following week, I got up on Wednesday morning and began
following my usual routine. As I started puttering around getting
ready for work, I had this nagging feeling that [ was forgetting
something. It bothered me more and more, until finally, I consulted
my calendar. I had only one thing written on it: the name of the
friend I was supposed to pick up for breakfast. I called him,
apologized, and sheepishly came an hour late to get him.

When Mike McGarvin forgets a meal, things are getting serious.
It makes me think that my senility is almost complete.

Rationally, I know that forgetfulness comes naturally as we age.
However, it is shocking when it happens so often. Even though it
troubles me somewhat, I realize that I still have my faculties. It’s
just that they are a little tattered and worn out.

My mother-in-law has had Alzheimer’s for a number of years.
She is in a dementia care facility, but attended to daily by Mary and
my sisters-in-law. A good friend’s mother also has advanced
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Alzheimer’s, and the burden of the care fell on him after his father
died. She is also in a residential facility, where her needs are met
twenty-four hours a day.

The condition of these two mothers is tragic, but the tragedy is
mitigated somewhat by the fact that they are provided for and have
loving relatives who take an active role in their care. Because I’'m
close to both of these situations, I’'m very much aware of what an
enormous task it is to be a caregiver for someone with dementia and
declining physical health.

These two situations create such a contrast to what I see on the
streets around here. At Poverello, we have elderly people mentally
incapacitated both by years of drinking or drug use, as well as those
who have dementia stemming from other causes.

The bottom line is that if you’re old, your health is declining,
and you’ve lost the reasoning abilities necessary to take care of
yourself, you’d better have some family members who are willing to
step up to the plate and help you out. If you don’t, Poverello House
is where you will find yourself.

Government assistance is no substitute for loving caregivers.
I’ve met a few heroic government caseworkers who had the
unenviable task of trying to help some of our homeless dementia
clients. It was a thankless job, but also fairly futile. There was only
so much they could do. Ultimately, their clients would wind up back
on the streets in spite of the caseworkers’ best efforts. They didn’t
have the same authority as a family member to make vital decisions
about the dementia patient.

One of the sad realities of our modern world is that many
families no longer stand in the breach for the elderly. The families
themselves often can’t afford to help, or sometimes they simply think
it’s not their responsibility. Widespread family dissolution also adds
to the problem.

For whatever the reason, these elderly poor end their years
alone and eating at Poverello House. I love old
people, probably because I had such a good -
relationship with my grandmother. I wish we could do
more. As always, we do what we can, which helps;
it’s just very frustrating that we can’t solve the
problem in a big way.



Leadership Lessons

For years, many observers of our culture say that we have been
experiencing a crisis of leadership. Grandiose CEOs of
corporations accept multimillion dollar raises as their company
stocks plummet and they lay off workers; politicians regularly
practice demagoguery to manipulate voters, putting their political
fortunes ahead of the country’s well-being; professional athletes and
coaches gain attention, not for excellence and good sportsmanship,
but for criminal actions; parents pursue wealth and status, leaving in
their wake children who long for love, attention and adult guidance.

We’ve come a long way since John F. Kennedy’s stirring words,
“Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for
your country” were uttered. While many have answered that call,
we rarely hear about them. What makes the news are the sordid
tales about those who have ascended to high positions.

In late 2011, nationally syndicated radio talk show host Hugh
Hewitt interviewed Pete Bowen, President of Servite High School
in Anaheim, California. Servite is regarded as one of the most
successful high schools in the country.

During the interview, Hewitt asked Bowen about a Servite
tradition: every Thursday, students go into the community, beg for
food, prepare it, and serve it to the homeless at a nearby park.
Bowen had this to say about the Thursday Servite activities:

“The point of it is not to put calories in the bellies of hungry
people; the point of it is that the meal is a way to break bread and
share with people who are creatures of God, creations of God, and
really see Christ in them and be Christ to them, and practice
loving them.”

It’s wonderful that a school known for promoting leadership
does so by teaching servanthood. The idea of a servant-leader is,
unfortunately, rare in our self-obsessed society. We have come to
view leaders as those who can most effectively claw their way to
the top and impose their will upon others. Similarly, our culture
often defines the good life as the ability to satiate our own desires.
Whether in business, entertainment, sports or politics, self-centered
thinking has ruined individuals, families, businesses and entire



communities. In Matthew 20:26, Jesus said, ... Whoever wishes to
be great among you shall be your servant.” That is a radically
counter-cultural idea in modern America.

Poverello House is in a unique position to offer opportunities
for serving others. Every year, thousands of volunteers pass through
our doors, helping in dozens of ways. They are as different from
each other as human beings can be, but one thing that they will share
here is the experience of service. Some volunteer because of purely
altruistic motives; some are compelled by their schools or busi-
nesses to be here; others may do it to feel good about themselves.
Whatever the motive, their experiences will be universal: they will
serve homeless, hungry people.

Serving others changes people. For those already inclined to
serve, it reinforces the idea that a good life cannot be one that is
self-centered. For others who are not so inclined, serving can help
connect them with others and begin to see that life is not all about
themselves.

Handing a food tray to someone ravaged by homelessness,
drugs, or mental illness is a simple act that anyone can do. That
action, whether or not it
changes the person receiving
the food, invariably has an
impact on the giver. We
have met adults who served
at Poverello when they were
children or teenagers. Over
and over, we hear their
stories of how volunteering
at Poverello altered the
trajectory of their lives, in
ways both large and small. Some of these people have become true
leaders in our community, freely giving of their material blessings
and themselves in order to help others.

When you think about it, Servite High School is wise to
inculcate the idea of service being essential to leadership. How
much better off would our society be if self-aggrandizing
politicians, athletes, celebrities and CEOs, put serving others ahead
of fulfilling their own appetites and agendas?




Countless Blessings

It’s been a rough year for everyone, but we are grateful at
Poverello House, because the support for our mission just keeps
rolling in. Over the winter holidays, friends generously contributed
money, food, clothing, toys and just about everything else we could
use. People from all walks of life, businesses, churches, civic
organizations and clubs all came together to make sure that our
impoverished clients had a wonderful Thanksgiving and Christmas.
Here are just three diverse examples of the many, many saints who
came through for us during
the holidays.

Orchard Park Assisted
Living serves senior
citizens who are
ambulatory, as well as
those limited by physical
challenges and dementia.
Last November, they held a
drive to collect food,
clothing, toiletries and
office supplies. Orchard
Park residents and staff collected a tremendous amount of goods and
donated them to Poverello.

The Hell’s Angels once again showered us with kindness in
their annual toy run for Poverello. This year, they delighted poor
children by bringing many
new bicycles. These guys
and gals look tough on the
outside, but inside, they
have hearts of gold.

Finally, Amici Del
Poverello Guild sponsored
their two Christmas parties,
one for children in need,
the other for our drug
program residents and their




families. Both parties
require a tremendous
amount of planning, fund-
raising and hard work, so
the Guild members are
exhausted when it’s all
over. However, for all of
them, seeing the delight on
the faces of the kids is one
of the highlights of the year.

We are thankful for
these three groups, but equally thankful for everyone who donated or
volunteered to make the holidays memorable for Fresno’s homeless
and poor. We’ve said it many times before, but it bears repeating:
without your help, Poverello House would not be able to continue in
its mission of serving the poorest members of our city.

Poverello Ponderings...

“The nearly 250,000 county residents living in poverty in 2010
gives Fresno county claim to the state’s highest poverty rate, at
26.8%. Almost 70,000 more people lived in poverty last year than
in 2007 when the recession began.”

—The Fresno Bee, November 30, 2011

February Wish List

Disposable razors * Toothbrushes * Shaving cream
Letter-size copy paper * Letter-size legal pads
Men’s shoes, sizes 8-12

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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