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Recently, when | wasdoing my maitred’ of
the Poverdllo dining room, awoman cameinand
yelled, “Hey, stupid!” Immediately, at least five
guysturned toward her inresponse. I'm some-
what embarrassed to say that | wasone of them.

That littleincident mademechuckle. The
rest of theday, | told the story to everyonel ran
into, but later, as| gaveit morethought, |
redlized that there was something poignant about
it. If someoneysdlls, “Hey, stupid!” and someone el seresponds, that
meansthat the responder isdoing what comesnaturally; in other words,
theresponseisconditioned by past experience. Heturnshishead
because he'saccustomed to being called stupid, or thinksof himself as
supid.

Attheheart of Poverello’smany servicesisalittlewordthat carries
alot of meaning: dignity. Weknow that there are plenty of peoplewho
cometo uswhothink they’ re stupid, worthless, unlovable, or repulsive.
Inmany cases, these attitudes started when they were children, when
they experienced abuse or neglect. What wetry todoistreat such
peoplewithdignity inal that wedo.

Monday, January 18" isMartin Luther King Day. Dr. King fought
and died for theright of African-Americansto betreated with dignity. A
senseof dignity wasingrained in Dr. King by hisfather, aBaptist pastor.
Hisfather had for yearshated the humiliation visited on fellow African-
Americansby systematic racism, so prevaent inthe South at thetime.
Hebravely refused to beavictim of such treatment.
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In hisautobiography, Sride Toward Freedom, Dr. King tellsof an
incident that wastypical of hisfather. Atthetime, Dr. Kingwasayoung
child:

| remember riding with him... when he accidentally drove
past a stop sign. A policeman pulled up to the car and said:

“All right, boy, pull over and let me see your license.”

My father replied indignantly, “1’'m no boy.” Then
pointing to me, “ Thisis a boy. I'm a man, and until you call
me one, | will not listen to you.”

The policeman was so shocked that he wrote up the
ticket nervously, and left the scene as quickly a possible.

That littlevignettetellsagreat deal about the character of Dr.
King'sfather, and the heritage that shaped Dr. King himsalf. Neither
oneof thesemenwould alow bigoted ignoranceto definethem. Their
life'swork wasthe courageous campaign to break down racia barriers
that prevented African-Americansfrom experiencing freedom, equality,
anddignity.

Hereat the Pov, we seedaily how street liferobs people of dignity.
When aperson hasreached the bottom and isdirty, impoverished, and
living an animal-like existence, not only do othersregard himasless
than human, but he also beginsto regard himsealf inthe sameway. |
remember when Kenny, agentleold acoholic, refusedtolet me put him
upinamotel onerainy ChristmasEve. He shook hishead and told me,
“Nothanks, PapaMike. I'mabumand|’mgoingtolivelikeone.”
Another time, | accidentally opened adoor intothefaceof Angela, a
sad, broken street prostitute. | felt terrible and apol ogized profusely.
“It'sOK, PapaMike,” shesaid. “I'musedtoit.”

Our jobis, of course, to feed, clothe, house and treat theillnesses
of thehomeless. However, morethanthat, | think our jobisto show
these people God'slove. Dr. King believed, and Poverello believes,
that all peoplewere created in God'simage, something that accords
each person dignity. They may have donethingsthey are ashamed of,
but God created dll of us, and, asthe saying goes, “ God
don’tmakenojunk.” Sometimes, peopleneedto be -
reminded of that, and in my thirty-seven yearsat Poverello
House, | think that’s probably been my most important task.



An Inclusive Dream
By Doreen Eley

| have a dream that my four little children will one day livein a
nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin, but
by the content of their character.

—Martin Luther King, Jr.

Thismonthwecelebrate
thelifeof Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. - aman who dedi-
cated hislifetosocid justice
and civil rights. Most people
think of King asacrusader
forthecivil rightsof African
Americansbut thereisa
much deeper meaningto his
guest. Tobesure, African
Americansinthe Deep South
werethevictimsof unspeak-
ableactsof horror —lynch-
ings, policebrutality ona
daily basis—for thecrimeof
desiring to participatefully inwhat it meansto live and prosper inour
great nation. But morethan anything else, King fought for al to be
treated with basic human dignity.

Onecan seein his speeches, aman not consumed with hatred for
thosewho werethe oppressor, but with love of all mankind. Hiswords
constantly ring of the dream, the hope ' little black boysand little black
girlswill beabletojoin handswithlittlewhiteboysand whitegirlsas
sistersand brothers'. King recognized thefact that the successand the
greatnessof Americaisinextricably tied to justice, freedomand dignity
for every citizen—black, white, man, woman, young or old. Herecog-
nized that theinalienabl erights spoken of inAmerica' s Congtitution
werethe blueprint for our humanity toward each other.

King wasaso very involved in the discussion of poverty inour
nation. Thefamous“| HaveA Dream” speech was madeinWashing-




ton, D.C. during the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.
Again, Kingiscognizant of thelarger issuesof theday —theintersection
of poverty, peace and dignity. King spoke out about military spending
that overshadowed spending on socia programsthat kept individualsin
poverty and mired indespair.

Today, athough our nation hascomeavery longway inredizing
oneof King'sdreams, upholding therightsand liberty of all citizens—
wedtill have not redlized thedream of dignity for al. Isour national
sense of dignity upheld when any childin Americagoesto deep hungry?
When any family isunableto have asafe, affordable, stableplacein
whichtolay their heads? When aliving wageisnot paid so that indi-
vidualsand familiescan actua ly sustain themselves? In 2005 anational
think tank named Fresno as having the highest concentration of poverty
inthe nation, ahead of post-KatrinaNew Orleans. Currently our
community isfighting for water with whichto grow crops, feed our-
selvesand the nation—in other words, to sustainlife. Recently our
community cleared one homel essencampment to seetwo other such
campsforminthedowntown area. Althoughthecommunity receives
federal dollarsto amelioratetheissue, thedemand gresatly outpaces
supply.

Here at Poverello House we do not pretend to have solutionsto
thesepressingissues. But thisweknow for sure, dignity isthemost
important valuewe espouse and the most important thing one can show
their fellow man. Attheend of theday, it’sreason why weexist. Our
founder believed that dignity demanded the
hungry befed, the naked clothed, theill, and
themedicaly indigent trested. Dignity
demandsthat akind word, asmileanda
nonjudgmenta attitude beafforded to all
regardlessof the circumstance that brought
themto our doors. We understand that
poverty isdebilitating to al who experienceit
and whilewe do not seek to solve the prob-
lem, we do seek to enrich the soulsof al who

passour way —with dignity.

Doreen Eley isthe former Director of Naomi’s House and current Deputy
Director of Poverello House.



Many Holiday Thanks

Theholidaysturned out to bewonderful hereat Poverello House.
Asusual, the community camethrough for us, and wewereableto
serveuntold hundredsat Thanksgiving and Christmaswith plentiful food
and volunteer help. Giftsfor children, and winter clothesfor al came
pouring in, and wewere ableto bring great joy to many.

The past year hasbeen devastating for the Centra Valley, withthe
economy depressing thejob market, and water issuesforcing many
farmsout of production. Yet, in spiteof hardtimes, friendsof Poverello
House have beenincredibly generous, which hasmeant continuity in our
servicesto the poor.

How canwethank all of you enough? Because of your generosity,
shivering peoplewere given warm coats, scarves, hatsand gloves, sad,
deprived children weretreated to areal Christmaswithtreatsand
wrapped presents; and anybody in need was ableto partake of glorious
Thanksgiving and Chrismasmedls.

Wearevery grateful to the countlessdonorsand volunteerswho
madeall thispossible. Thank you again, and have awonderful , happy
New Year!

The Centra Valley Skh community did auniquethingthislast
holiday season: they contributed money to pay for themealsservedin
November and December. Even though most of thefood weuseto
make our mealsisdonated, thereisstill asubstantial costinvolvedin
transporting, storing, preparing and serving breakfast, lunch and dinner
seven daysaweek. Additionally, we often haveto purchasefood or
equipment that doesn’t get donated, but isneverthelessnecessary. The
meal sponsorship from the Sikhswasagenerous, welcomegift, and we
extend our gratitudeto them.

Although thiswasalarge designated contribution, it isnot without
precedent. Many people have sponsored mealshere, usualy in
memory of aloved one. It'sacreativeway of contributingto the
PoverdloHousemission.

If youwould liketo sponsor ameal (or morethanonemeal) in
honor of aloved one, or if you' djust liketo doit becauseit seemslike
agreat idea, giveusacal at (559) 498-6988 for moreinformation.



Poverello Ponderings...

Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot
driveout hate; only love can do that.

Every man must decidewhether hewill walk inthelight of creative
atruismor inthedarknessof destructive selfishness.

| believethat unarmed truth and unconditiona lovewill havethefinal
wordinredlity. Thisiswhy right, temporarily defeated, isstronger than
evil triumpharnt.

Life'smost persistent and urgent question is, * What are you doing for
others?

If weareto go forward, we must go back and rediscover those pre-
ciousvalues- that al reality hingeson mora foundationsandthat all
redlity hasspiritua contral.

Thefirst questionwhich thepriest and the Leviteasked was. “1f | stop
to help thisman, what will happento me?’ But... the Good Samaritan
reversed thequestion: “If | do not stop to help thisman, what will
happentohim?’

—All quotations from Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

Wish List

Long underwear * Coats * Sweaters * Sweatshirts
8 1/2” x 11”7 Copy paper
Coffee * Coffee creamer * Sugar

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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