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Mike McGarvin, Founder James Connell, Executive Director

A guy walked up to me while I was in
Poverello’s dining room and asked if I had a
minute.  A little on guard, I asked him what he
needed.  Much to my surprise, he took out a
couple of pages of one of his old resumes and
began telling a story.

The story was about two men who met in
prison.  As he regaled me with the tale of
these men making different choices and

walking down different paths, he began folding and tearing the two
sheets of paper.  This continued for the duration of the story.

The narrative ended with both men dying, one going to heaven
because he chose to flee his sinful past and embrace Jesus, the other
to eternal damnation for the twisted direction he had taken.  At the
conclusion of the story, he opened the two sheets of paper.  One
sheet was torn in such a way that it formed a cross, the other so that
it spelled out the word “Hell”.

This was a nifty parlor trick, and I really don’t know the man’s
motivation for showing it to me; he didn’t follow it with a request
for any special favors, nor did he explain his reasons.

The incident got me thinking.  Like him, many homeless people
I’ve met have a definite moral sensibility.  They may not express it
as eloquently as this man, but it’s nevertheless there.

That’s not to say that this is a universal trait.  I’ve met plenty of
homeless sociopaths, who had no consciences whatsoever.  They
tend to be scary people, but they are the exceptions.

Many homeless people are acutely aware of their moral failures



with regard to their spiritual lives, their obligations to their
families, or their inability to live up to their own standards.  In
chapel services or Twelve Step meetings, they openly lament their
shortcomings, barely able to muster the courage to ask God for
forgiveness.  Sometimes, their inner pain leads them to a resolution
to change.  Sadly, that resolution often withers away in the face of
temptation, depression, or overwhelming burdens.

The point I’m trying to make is that homeless people are not
amoral.  On the contrary, they, like most people, adhere to moral
codes that dictate what behavior they will and will not tolerate.
Toleration is the hallmark of any skid row community; but even
here, there is a deep realization that certain things are beyond the
pale, such as abusing a child or taking advantage of an elderly
person.

This moral sense also ensures that many become deeply
disillusioned with themselves when they continue to fail.
Sometimes cynicism, rationalization, or denial is simply an
outgrowth of the realization that they have fallen far short of  a
higher moral purpose in life.

In the Gospel of St. Luke is the parable of the Pharisee and the
tax collector who went to the temple to pray.  The Pharisee smugly
thanked God that he was a good man, not “like this tax-gatherer.”
He obviously had a high opinion of himself.  The tax-collector, on
the other hand, couldn’t even bring himself to lift his eyes to heaven.
He beat his own breast in despair, confessing his sins and asking for
mercy.  Jesus concluded that the latter was the one who pleased God
and received forgiveness.

I believe that the moral sensibility I see displayed in the
homeless is often what Jesus meant by poverty of the spirit.   It’s
been almost forty-six years since I started serving at the Poverello
in San Francisco, and just about thirty-nine years since I started the
Pov here in Fresno.  In that time, I’ve befriended countless homeless
people who have passed away.  I’m convinced that
many, many of those folks are in heaven right now,
because in this life they knew right versus wrong,
knew they had fallen short of God’s standards, and
humbly acknowledged to Him that they needed His
forgiveness and acceptance.



An adult volunteer recently told Founder Mike McGarvin that
he was helping out because he’d been at Poverello before.  When he
was five years old, he came here with his mother.  It was a familiar
story; she was an alcoholic, and ended up destitute, with a young
son to care for.

The boy was in desperate need of eyeglasses, and the cost was
prohibitive for his mother.  She approached Mike about it, and he
agreed to pay for a pair of glasses.  The eyeglasses not only helped
the boy’s vision, but he obtained them at a crucial stage of his
physical development.  They ended up correcting his sight
permanently.  Today, he doesn’t need to wear corrective lenses.

So here he was many, many years later, volunteering at a place
that had helped him along the way.  However, like many people who
receive help from Poverello, his story is not one of unsullied
success.  His mother still drinks, and her alcoholism left it’s mark
on this young man.  Somewhere along the way, he was incarcerated;
for what reason, he did not say.  He hopes to have learned from that
experience, and is now striving to lead a good life.  He is married
and has five children, so there are many people that currently
depend on him.

We Americans love achievement stories, because self-reliance
and rising from humble origins is emblematic of our national
character and culture.  This cultural ethos is enshrined in motion
pictures, trotted out on talk shows in the form of victims who have
overcome distressing circumstances, and captured in inspiring news
and magazine stories about captains of industry who began with
almost nothing and are now wealthy beyond their dreams.

The little vignette above contains elements that are common to
many stories we hear at Poverello House.  Perhaps we could label
such tales as “measured success” stories.

Success for Poverello people is often a little modulated.  The
imprint of parental addiction is never benign; no one comes away
from alcoholic or drug-addicted families unscathed.  In such
circumstances, the road to success, or even just normality, is marred
by many obstacles and wrong turns.  Sometimes the best we can

The Rocky Road to Normal



hope for is someone getting by, living with psychological scarring
that is almost guaranteed to bring emotional anguish and poor
judgment.

When parents set good examples,
discipline their children consistently, and offer
stability, predictability, and wise guidance, a
child will likely grow up to be confident,
competent, and happy.  Conversely, in a home
that is completely unpredictable due to the
chemical dependency of the parents, where
insecurity about finances, relationships,
housing, and even food is the norm, the child
grows up without a reference point for
success, or even for basic survival.

These are the kinds of people we encounter every day at
Poverello House:  the children of bedlam.  Everybody naturally
gravitates toward what is familiar and comfortable.  For these men
and women who never experienced stability in their formative
years, what is familiar is chaos.

Often, we are puzzled when someone with whom we have
worked seems on the verge of becoming successful, only to watch
him relapse into self-destructive behavior.  For example, a man who
had been in our program for a number of years was working toward
becoming a chef.  He seemed to have a grasp on sobriety, had
completed chef training, and was making a name for himself in the
culinary community.  Then, inexplicably, he began using
methamphetamines again, and everything he had worked for faded
away.

It really isn’t such a difficult mystery to fathom.  The thought of
succeeding, with its attendant responsibilities, was a foreign country
to him.  For those who have known only dysfunction, healthy
normality is a lifestyle fraught with a terror of the unknown.  There
is miserable, familiar comfort in self-induced crises.

At Poverello, we have learned that success is a slippery and
highly relative concept.  Here, tiny, seemingly insignificant steps are
often milestones.  When one has fallen into a deep pit, simply
climbing toward the top is a monumental achievement.



Exclusive Membership

Ten years is a significant chunk of time, and is often
commemorated as such.  Witness the recent emotion surrounding the
tenth anniversary of the 9-11 attacks.  For married couples, the tenth
wedding anniversary means that they have weathered those
adjustment storms, stayed together, and successfully transcended the
seven-year itch.  A business that manages to make it ten years is
probably viable for the long haul.

For an addict or alcoholic, ten years of sobriety is an
extraordinary achievement.  For the men
who fall through the cracks and tumble
all the way down to the Poverello
House drug rehabilitation program, it’s
practically a miracle.

Mike McGarvin decided to
recognize this milestone with something
special.  It’s a Poverello cap that is
colored bright red.  There have not been many of these given out
over the years, because we often lose touch with former residents,
but also, sadly, because a small percentage of men in our program
go on to achieve long-term sobriety.

Recently, Mike had the privilege of handing out two red caps.
Rick McNeil and Frank Chagoya successfully completed our
program over a decade ago.  Rick later came on staff at Poverello
and is now our Operations Supervisor.  Before Frank had entered
our program, he had already established a career as a nurse, and
when he graduated, went back into the healthcare profession.

Rick feels strongly that working at Poverello is one way of
giving back to the place that helped him along.  Frank also is giving
back.  He joined the Amici Del Poverello Guild, and assists them
with  their events and fundraisers that benefit Poverello.

We are very proud of these two men, and congratulate them on
becoming elite members of the “Red Hat Club”.  However, we are
also very grateful that both of them have become, in different ways,
contributors to the Poverello mission, helping ensure that countless
others will have the same  opportunities that they were given.



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

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

January Wish List
Coffee * Coffee creamer

Warm men’s clothing

Life Studies

Shannon Bravo and Alyssa Stone-Enlow both attended Fresno
State and are considering going into social work as a profession.
For different reasons, they ended up at Poverello House and worked
with us last fall as interns.

According to Shannon, “I was led to Poverello House by my
desire to have a meaningful career, in which I could find fulfillment
in helping others... Being able to intern at an organization that truly
does all it can to help those in need, has only served to solidify my
interest in social work.”

Alyssa followed a different path to the same location:  “I have
wanted to come and volunteer and get
involved with the Poverello House ever
since I took a class in Sociology. I wrote
a paper on homelessness and after that I
just wanted to donate my time to a noble
cause.”

Shannon was a history major and
Alyssa a business major.  Social work
and Poverello House are big departures
from those academic interests.  These
young women have helped Poverello in
innumerable ways, from assisting with
basic services to representing Poverello

at events such as volunteer fairs.  Both Shannon and Alyssa are great
examples of what can happen when you listen to your heart.
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