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Therearesomelyricsl likefromanold
Paul Smon abum: “Oneman’scellingisanother
man'sfloor.” | sometimesthink about that
phrasewhen |’ m deding withthehomeless
people around here.

Mario (not hisreal name) hasbeena
mainstay around Poverellofor years. Twicein
our rehab program, he could never scemtogeta
handle on hisdrinking, and hasbeen on and of f
the streetsfor amost aslong as| can remember.

Last winter, hewaswarming himsalf inatent, and (herel’ m not
entirely clear onthestory) either thetent caught fireor hefell into afire.
Theend result wasfeet that were badly burned, and hewastakento
thehospitd.

Mario wasimmediately transferred to the burnunit. Now, inmy
way of thinking, the burn unit hasgot to be one of themost hellish
placeson earth, Ssmply becauseif you end up there, you' rein pretty
bad shape. Few thingsareasexcruciatingly painful, and difficult to hedl,
asserioushburns.

Thus, when he cameback, | wasexpecting nightmarish stories
about hisstay there. | waswrong. When | asked him about it, he said,
“Oh, it waswonderful. They treated me so nice, and the nurseswere
al young and pretty.”

Oneman’sceilingisanother man’sfloor.

It then occurred to me how far removed | am from ahomeless
person’s perspective. Something that | would find smply horrificwasa
pleasant diversionfor Mario. How could that be?
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Themorel thought about Mario, the more senseit madeto me.
Here'samaninhislatefiftiesor early sixties, who has spent the magjor-
ity of hisadult lifeinand out of jail. Alcoholism hasruined hishedlth, his
ability to providefor himself or hisfamily, and hisself-respect. For
about adecade, he' sbeen homeless, living either onthesidewalk or in
makeshift tent shelters, existing only to get the next drink. Small won-
der, then, that hisstint in theburn unit seemed likeanicevacation
comparedto hiseveryday life.

Many other homeless peoplel’ ve met have the same perspective.
Their livesare so barrenthat astay inthe hospital or thelocal detox
facility isconsidered atredt.

Sowhy doesn’'t Mario stop drinking? If hislifeisso miserablethat
atriptotheburnunitislike going to aday spa, why doesn’t he quit
boozeand try to have abetter life?

What we know about addiction explains part of themystery. Once
the body hasacclimated itself to asubstance, it physically cravesit to
fee norma. Themindfollowsthebody; rationalization setsin, and a
young addict ison hisway to becoming an old addict.

But I’m not surethat theoriesof addictionexplainal. Deepinthe
human heart, all of ushaveaneed tofind purposeand love. From my
perspective, God made usthat way so wewould always search for
Him. For many reasons, some peoplecan’t find Him, and without a
spiritual foundation, they giveup onlifeitsalf. For anacohoalic, sobering
upisaterrifying prospect, because sobriety would forcehimtofacethe
meaninglessnessof hislifewithout themediating effectsof beer, wineor
vodka. Inhiswarped way of thinking, sobriety doesn’t promise sanity,
but terror and despair. To be dependent on asubstanceistoclingtoit
utterly, no matter the consequences, because that step toward clean
living seemslike stepping off adreadfully high precipice.

Theredlity, of course, isdifferent. Sobriety affordssomeonea
chanceto find love and ultimate meaning, away to encounter God, and
theopportunity toliveauseful life. That morehomelessdon’t seethisis
atestimony to the power of addiction, becausefor every addict or alkie
whoturnshislifearound, thereare hundredswho
don’'t. Those oddsdon’t matter so muchto me,
though, becausethe Good Shepherd hasawaysgone
to great lengthsto find the onelost sheep out of a
hundred, athousand, or amillion.



The Limits of Helping

The debate about separating the“ deserving poor” from those
undeserving of charity hasbeen going onfor centuries. It wascodified
inthe English Poor Laws, which prescribed different treatment for
different categoriesof theimpoverished, with “ able-bodied vagrants’
often receiving harsh punishment. Theideaof the deserving poor
certainly colorspeopl€’ s perceptions of the homelesstoday. Looking
around, it’'seasy to understand why.

Hereat Poverello House, we' ve been deceived many timesby sad
storiesthat turned out to be deviationsfromthetruth. For example,
once someone gave usahard-luck tale, and we hel ped him with amotel
room, only to learn later that hewasactually down on hisluck because
of hisdrug use, and that he stole atelevision from the motel wherewe
housed him. Too many instanceslikethis, and aperson startsto get a
littleleery of sob stories.

Occasiondly, though, thereisan indisputabl e case of someone
beinginthe category of “deserving poor.” Wehad onelast winter.

An eighty-year-old, wheel chair-bound woman showed up with her
fortyish, developmentally disabled son. They werefrom Minnesota,
and, through what could only becalled afoolishly impulsivedesireto
leave behind the cold climate, cameto California. They endedupin
Bakersfield, and from there, the Highway Patrol gavethemarideto
Fresno. Atthetime, it was cold enough to make even aMinnesotan
shiver, sothey weretaken to awarming center, and eventualy found
their way to Poveréllo.

Both mother and son received monthly Socia Security checks, but
intheir poor planning had run out of money. Wetook themtoamotel
and paid for their room until their checksarrived.

Ultimately, they decided that the cold of Minnesotawasn’'t as
daunting asthe poverty and insecurity of California, sothey headed
back, hopefully to amore stable environment.

One could ook at thisincident and say, “Her poor planning got her
into thissituation; shedoesn’t deserve our help.” However, oneof the
realitiesof the streetsisthat they arefull of peoplewho don’t think
logically, dueto mental illness, chemically-atered brains, or chaotic

upbringings



So what wasaccomplished by putting animpulsive eighty-year-old
and her needy soninamotel? In someways, not much; shewasted a
lot of money and timeto end up back where she started. However,
thereisagood chancethat had we not donethis, she might not have
survived. A wheel chair-bound octogenarianisnot agood candidatefor
street life, and asproblematic asher lifeis, sheisneverthelesstheonly
caretaker of asonwhowould havelittle chancein theworld by himself.

Werethiswoman and her son“deserving?’ Obvioudy, thatisa
more complicated question than it appearsonthe surface. Implicitin
the debate about the deserving poor isthe expectation that to qualify,
they must be utterly victimized, have had no character flawsor foolish
behavior that haveled to their destitution, and that hel ping themwill
somehow get them back ontheir feet. Thetruthisthat itissometimes
hard tofind asituation at Poverello Housewithout “ baggage” of some
sort. Perhaps, asinthisinstance, a“deserving” person actsinaless-
than-deserving manner; or perhapsan “undeserving” personfinds
himsdf indireneed that isunrelated to his poor choices.

Often, what we do to help doesn’t changelives much, but smply
keepspeoplediveancther day. That isthe nature of the problemwe're
confronted with week after week Sometimes, just doing what wecan,
evenif it doesn’tradically ater the situation, isthe best that anyone,
anywhere, could do.

The Community Steps Up Again

Last Christmas, thelinefor toysjust kept going down the block.
Thenumbersarein: whenitwasal over, Poverello House had distrib-
uted over 2,500 toys, according to Deputy Director of Operations Paul
Stack. Wewere ableto providethismany gifts because we had ahuge
outpouring of giftsfromthecommunity, andto al theindividuas, groups
and businessesthat donated toys, wethank you on behalf of over 2,000
happy children.




Children and Charity

Cami Cheney isan eleven-year-
oldgirl whoisvery specid toal of
usat Poverello House. After coming
tovist Poverello, Cami sentusa
letter. It explains, much better than
wecan, al shehasdonefor the
homelesshere:

Cami & her family

Dear Poverello House,

My name is Cami Cheney and | want to tell you about my fund
raiser | did.

After hearing about the Poverello House and the work they do, |
wanted to help. | started by setting aside some of the money | got as
gifts for my birthday and Christmas. | did this and saved money for
over a year. Then | read about raising money through read-a-thons.
| decided to do my own read-a-thon. | set a goal of reading books
totaling 1,500 pages and called friends and family to sponsor me. It
took me two months to meet my reading goal. | had lots of fun and
read some really good books.

After collecting the money | raised in the read-a-thon and
adding it to the money that | had saved from gifts, | found that | had
$313.00 to give. | decided that | wanted to go down and see the
Poverello House in person. On Saturday December 5" my mom,
dad, brother and | volunteered to work at Poverello House and to
make the donation in person. We made a lot of sandwiches and
helped serve breakfast. My favorite part was going in the back and
making lunches. Everyone that was working there was really nice.

| had a lot of fun and | was very happy to raise the money and
help out that day.

Cami Cheney

When achild hasthiskind of loving heart that overflowswith
charitableaction, it'svery humbling to the adultsworking here. We
have been blessed over theyearswith the contributions of thoughtful,
mature children such as Cami. Wearegrateful for her and for her
parents, who obviousy havedoneawonderful jobinraising her.



PLESENTS

The 215t ANNUAL PASTA FESTIVAL
Featurinesaxesinenaredniccaicdhe’s!

MO Mt 15,2000
SOUPMUEESOODM
atthe (lovis Veteran’s Memorial Hall,
SOSA"Streel, ClOvis. CAI3612

GRAND DOOR PRIZES
PN aicizs
Cos: ASST2.00 - Chilldirenunder Syr$:$8.00
Tickets available at the door: 50% of the
proceeds benefit Poverello House
1 extravaganza pasta buftet plus beverages and dessert”
For more information, log onto www.sanjoaquinchefs.org

(13

Wish List
Olive o1l * Coftee * Sugar

Non-dairy coffee creamer
#10 cans of vegetables & fruit
Men’s jeans * Socks * Men’s underwear
8 1/2” x 117 Copy paper * Ballpoint pens
Disposable razors * Toothbrushes

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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