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I’vesaidthisbefore, but it remainstrue: the
morethings change, themorethey stay the
same. Thislittleaphorism hasimpresseditsalf
onmequiteabit lately.

For example, indl theyears|’ vebeen
dealing with the homel ess, there have been
encampmentsand littletent citiesthat have
sprung up. Inevitably, thesetight concentrations
of homelesspeopledrinking, doing drugs, and
engaging in prostitution lead to chaos. After being herefor so many
years, you’ dthink that our effortswould have eliminated many of these
camps. Yet, inthe past severa months, tentsand |ean-to shacks have
become established on the streetsto the north of Poverello, and the
predictableviolencehasfollowed.

Recently, that violence spilled onto the grounds of Poverello. Two
men were arguing over awoman, and got into afight. Our security
quickly brokeit up. Our policy regarding fightsisthat both partieshave
to leavethe premises. We escort one out the north gate, and the other
out the southeast gate so they don’t re-engage.

Thistime, however, onewas determined to continuethe brawl, and
quickly cameand found theother. It wasthen that thingsgot ugly. One
guy had aknife, and before thefight had progressed very far, heman-
aged to dash hisopponent’snose, chin, and shoulder. By thetimethe
policearrived, an ugly crowd had gathered and threatened to escal ate
the bloodshed.

When | first started down here, it waslikethe Wild West. | was
onmy ownwith ajust afew volunteers, and things often got out of
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hand. Theaboveincident reminded me of another onethat took place
amost 30 yearsago. Right infront of the Pov, two other guyswere
fighting over awoman. Onepulled aknife, and beforeanyonecould
intervene, he dashed open the other man’sbelly. Thevictimlivedand
refused to presscharges.

Thentherewasthe case of mistakenidentity. Recently ablind man
came up to meand asked what “ Poverell0” meant. | told himthat it
means“LittlePoor Man” inltalian.

“Italian?’ heasked. “| thought it was Spanish. You' reMexican,
aen'tyou?’

“Nope,” | replied. “Just anold Irishman.”

“Well, I'll be,” hesaid shaking hishead. “All thistimel thought
youwereafat Mexican.”

A coupleof decadesago, | wasleaving my officeat theold
Vartanian House acrossthe street, when Freddie, aman | knew,
walked uptome. Hewasn't blind, but hewasblind drunk. | was
locking thegate, and | had my back to him. When | turned around, |
saw he had asix-shooter pointed right at me.

“You damn Chinaman,” hedurred, “ You stolemy stuff.”

| couldn’t believethiswashappening. Freddiethought | was
Chinese, and | thought | wasgoing to get shot.

“Freddie,” | said, “Look at me. It'sPapaMike. I’'m not Chinese,
I"'mirish, for God'ssakel” After givingmeaglazed starefor long
enough to make meeven morefrightened, | guesshe believed me,
because he put the gun away.

When peopleare subsisting in tentson the streets, doing drugsand
drinking boozeall day, emotionstend to get pretty raw. Jealousy,
inebriation, misunderstandings, or poor judgment al play bigrolesin
starting problems. Many times, thereisno stopping the pureragethat
erupts. Thecivilized restraintsthat we havetried to promotefall away,
and brutal consequencesresult.

A big part of our jobissimply cooling hot tempers. Back inthe
day, I’ dtell peoplewho werefighting that | wouldn't feed them any-
moreif they didn’t stop, or, aswith Freddie, I’ d try to talk them down.
We still usethe same approaches.

Asthe summer approaches, we know that hot weather will make
thingsworse. Violenceawaysspikesinthesummertime. It'sfrustrating
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toreflect ontheredlity that the morethingschange, themorethey stay
thesame. It seemssofutilethat we' ve been dealing with the same
issuesal theseyears, and sometimesit fee sasthough we' vemade no
progress.

However, | try to comparethat dismal perspectiveto another one:
How much moreviolencewould therebeif Pov
wasn't here? No doubt, therewould be even more
injury, and probably moredeath. | think wedoalot
to easethecity’sviolent crimeby providing basic
necessities, asafe placetorest, and understanding
staff peoplewho can bring calmto crazy situations.

Sometimes, Things Work Out

John (not hisreal name) worked for awinery back eastintheearly
1990s, when hewastransferred to California. 1n 2000, he began
having medical problems. At thetime, hehad anew wifeand two
stepchildren, and wastaking care of aboy who wasafriend of his
stepsons.

InMarch 2002, helost hisjob, and along withit, hismedical
insurance. Thebillsbegan pilingup. Atfirstthefamily got by on
savings. When hewasn't ableto get another job, the savingsdwindled,
and they began selling off possessions.

Soon therewasno money to pay rent, and they were onthe
streets. For awhile, thefamily madeit ontheir own by camping onthe
groundsof achurch that was sympathetictotheir plight. Throughword
of mouth, they discovered Poverello, and came hereto eat and spend
theday inasafeplace.

“Thestreet hasaway of grinding you down and chewing you up,”
said John. Thehopelesslifestyleput astrain ontheir marriage, and his
wifeeventually disappeared. Thekidsended up at arelative' shouse.
Thelast time John saw hiswifewasin 2004.

In 2005, helearned that she had goneto Bakersfield, and had
drownedintheKernRiver. That'swhen hislifesank toan all-timelow.

Never oneto drink or usedrugs, John was neverthel essasdemor-
alized asany acoholic who hitsbottom. With nowhereto go, and



nobody to turn to, he approached Paul Stack, our Deputy Director of
Operations, about moving into the Village of Hope.

“I had tofill out aPDP (persona development plan),” Johnre-
membered. “I turned itinaweek late. | pusheditinfront of Paul—it
wasblank. Heasked what wasup withthat. | told him I didn’t know
what | was going to do today, |et alonetomorrow or ayear from now.
| told him, ‘My wife'sdead, my family’sgone. | don't careabout
anythingnow.” Instead of denyingmeabed, hesaid, ‘Well, we'll work
onyour hedthfirst.” Sol movedintotheVillage, started seeing CeCe
at the (Holy Cross) Clinic. | got comfortable, started making some
friends, andtherestishistory.

“| started working on getting my lifeback. In 2008, | went to stay
with my daughter in Hawaii for about amonth. Then| stayed with my
brother in New York, got some medical issuesresolved, and came back
toCdifornia

“1 had lost my driver’slicensebecause| couldn't pay for the
tickets, so | went to homeless court (at Poverello), and thejudge gave
me 100 hours of community service hereat the Pov. | learned alot
whiledoing thosehours.

“I turned 62 in 2008 and becameeligiblefor Social Security. |
saved every penny of my first check, and started doing some security
work, also. Littleby little, | saved enoughto buy alittle RV, and kept
putting every penny | hadinthebank.”

TheVillage of Hopeworked out for John exactly asit wassup-
posed to. Hegot back on hisfeet, wasableto save money, andin
2009, hetook hisRV and began traveling, staying withrelatives. At
onepoint, hereunited with hisbrother in Texas, stayed for alongtime
and helped restore hisbrother’ shouse.

Recently, he camethrough Fresno just to thank Poverdlofor
helping him climb out of the depths. 1 madethedecisontoturnmy life
around,” hesaid, “but alarge part of my success| oweto Mike, Paul
and the Pov staff.

“It'seasy to give up and slideinto acomfort zoneonthe street. |
didn’t want that to happento me. | wanted to get my old life back, the
onel had beforel lost my job and my wife—but | didn’t get my life
back; | got adifferentlife. 1t’snot the same onethat disappeared when
| lost my job and my family, but I’ m very content with thelifel have
today. 1’m ahappy person.”



The Demon’s Victims

Lonnie(not hisreal name) usesawhee chair because of multiple
physical problems. He'sbeen around for sometime now, and hasbeen
inand out of Poverello Housethroughout theyears. Sometimes, hehas
housing, and at other times, he hasthe street.

Weweregrestly surprised when recently, welearned something
new about him. In 1965, hewas an Edison High School track star and
statechampionin hisevent.

That could have meant abright futurefor him. However, aswesee
inso many other situations, he started running with thewrong crowd,
and a cohol and drugstook over hislife. Thedoor of opportunity
closed, and Lonniefound himself destituteand onthe streets. He's
never quitefound hisway out.

It'sstaggering to think about thetal ent wasted, the chances squan-
dered, or theyouthful enthusiasm corrupted by thisdemonic disease
called addiction. Hereat Poverello Housewe' ve heard thousands of
such storiesover theyears, and yet one never ceasesto be saddened
by thetragediesasthey unfold.

Sadly, Poverello House seesonly atiny fraction of the broken souls
who succumb to addiction. Wearetheend of theline; addictsonly
cometo Poverellowhen they
have nowhereelse. However,
the same brokenness affects
all levelsof society, and most
never reach the depthsthat
weseehere. Addictionisthe
driving forcebehind countless
crimind acts, divorces, child
and spousal abuse, depres-
sions, and suicides. It's
horrifyinginfluenceiswide-
spread, and the cost to
individuds, familiesand
communitiesisimmense.

Usudly, theonly way that
someone beginsto overcome




addictionisto hit bottom: to exhaust all avenuesof escape, towring
dry that final rationalization, and to bedriven to utter despair. At that
point, aperson can become open to change, teachable, and humble.
M ost who have become addicted never reach that point.
Someoneonce said that you hit bottom when you stop digging the
hole. Pray that those carrying the cross of addiction makethedecision
to stop digging long beforethey end up walking through Poverdllo’s
doorsfor their next meal.

Poverello Ponderings...

Every evil act tendsto harden aman’sheart, that is, to deadenit.
Every good deed tendsto softenit, to makeit moreaive. Themorea
man’sheart hardens, thelessfreedom does he haveto change, the more
heisdetermined by apreviousaction. But there comesapoint of no
return when man’sheart has become hardened and so deadened that he
haslost the possibility of freedom.

—~EricFromm

Boundlessintemperance
Innatureisatyranny.
—Shakespeare, Macbeth

June Wish List

Ground beef * Breakfast cerea
Oliveoil * Sugar
T-shirts* Men’s shorts
8 1/2" X 11" Copy paper

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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