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Transitional
Housing — Who
Is Helped, Where
Ar e They Going
By Melissa Wilkins
Housing Case Manager

Families with children are
among the fastest growing

segments of the homeless popu-
lation in the United States.
According to a census complet-
ed in 2002, families composed
41% of the urban homeless 
population, which was a 5%
increase in only two years (U.S.
Conference of Mayors, 2002).

With the continued increase in
the cost of housing, families
with children are losing their
housing at staggering rates.
Often a loss of housing follows
an unexpected crisis and leaves
families unable to get back on
their feet without assistance.  

The Transition House 
program through Project Under-
standing provides the oppor-
tunity for families to regain
housing and develop the skills
needed to retain stable housing
in a highly competitive housing
market. Transition House is
made up of five apartments
located in a neighborhood in
Oxnard. The program is
designed to empower families to
achieve individualized goals
through the provision of case
management services, commu-
nity referrals, mentorship oppor-
tunities, and subsidized rent. 

Each family meets with the
housing case manager on a
weekly basis to ensure that
goals, which include education,
employment, life skills, and
money management, are met in
tangible ways. Each goal that is
met leads to increased self-
awareness, higher self-esteem,
marketability in the work place,
and financial stability. It is
through the determination, per-
sistence, and hard work of each
of these families that success is
accomplished.

There are currently four
families from very different

walks of life in the Transition
House program.  

Pam has been with us for a
year after having completed a
drug rehab program. Pam lives
with her three children and is
working on completing her drug
and alcohol counseling certifi-
cate at Oxnard College. Pam is
currently completing internship
hours at a local nonprofit, deter-
mined to make a difference in
the lives of others even as she
continues to make positive
changes in her own. 

Lana was homeless and
unemployed with three children
when she entered the program
nine months ago. She has since
attained full-time employment
and has received several raises.
Lana hopes to graduate from the
program debt-free with the bud-
geting skills necessary to attain
permanent housing.  

Sarah entered the program
with her three-year-old son and
is enrolled at Ventura College;
she will receive several certifi-
cates in computer programming
upon her completion of the pro-
gram. Sarah shares excitedly
about the opportunity that she
has to complete her schooling,
so that she can support herself
and her son.  

Our most recent participant
came to Ventura homeless and
unemployed due to Hurricane
Katrina. Molly lives with her
two children and is attending

See Transition House, Page 2
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school for medical billing while
seeking employment as well.

Each of these women is
using her unique gifts to pro-
vide for her children in a stable
home. Thank you so much for
your support of these families.
It is our pleasure to be able to
share with you a letter that we
recently received from a gradu-
ate of the Transition House pro-
gram. Prior to her participation
in the program, Dawn experi-
enced homelessness on and off
for a number of years. u

Transition House
Changes Dawn’s
Life in a Big Way
July 11, 2007
Dear Project Understanding,

Hello to all of you. I am
writing to say thank you

for giving Alanna and myself
the opportunity of a lifetime.
Our lives have changed signifi-
cantly as a result of being at
Transition House. We came to
your program desperately in
need of a better living situation
and the opportunity to change
the course of our lives. Not sure
of what to expect I was anxious
and afraid, unwilling to trust in
the goodness of others. How-
ever, it wasn’t long before I
began to realize that the people
of your organization were more
than willing to help us in any
way possible. Your program
provided us with a safe home,
transportation, food, guidance,
moral support, and much more.    

It has been a year since I
left Transition House and so
much has happened. We’ve

moved into a nice apartment in
a great neighborhood. We
recently got a puppy named
Ziggy. He’s a wonderful addi-
tion to our family. Alanna has
graduated from junior high and
will be attending her first year
of high school in the fall. She
made the Junior Varsity Cheer-
leading Squad and is looking
forward to showing her school
spirit. 

I completed my studies at
Ventura College in the fall. I
also attended the Ventura
College graduation ceremonies
in May where I received my
associate of arts degree, gradu-
ating with honors. Having met
the requirements to apply to a
university I applied to Cal-State
Channel Islands and was
accepted. In fact, I’ve already
completed my first semester this
spring. I made the Dean’s List
in my first semester and com-
pleted it with a 4.0 grade point
average for my first five classes.

I have applied for and
received two scholarships one
through the Ventura Community
Foundation and one through 
the university. Perhaps most
exciting of all has been my
application and selection for 
the Soroptimist Women’s
Opportunity Award. I was
selected by the panel of judges
of the local award. Receiving
this award put me in the run-
ning for a larger regional award.
Once again I was selected for
this generous award which fur-
ther placed me in the running
for the possibility to win one of
three prestigious international
awards. Finally I just recently
received notice that I have been
selected along with candidates
from Japan and Bolivia. This is
a major award and I am the first
woman in Ventura County to

receive the international award. 
I am on track to graduate

with my bachelor of arts from
Channel Islands in the spring of
2008 and have begun prepara-
tion for the credentialing 
program which I plan to begin
in the fall of 2008. I am so
excited with the successes and
the direction of change that my
experience with Project Under-
standing has put me on. To
come from homelessness to
where I find myself now is just
amazing. I have achieved so
much since I entered the transi-
tional housing program with
Project Understanding. I want
all of the dedicated employees
and people who support and
help Project Understanding to
know that they have truly made
a difference in the life of a
mother and her daughter.  

All of this would not have
been possible without the help
and support of your wonderful
organization. My success is
attributed to my hard work and
determination to make change
as well as your organization for
providing me with the opportu-
nity to return to school and
learn new life skills. I am living
proof that your program truly
works; it has changed my life in
so many ways. Today I am a
confident woman who loves and
respects herself. As a result of
all of this I am able to be a posi-
tive role model for my daughter.
This is the single most impor-
tant aspect of my journey. I
have chosen to give her a better
life and teach her that regardless
of what life throws at you, you
can achieve anything. Words
cannot express how grateful we
are and how much hope we now
have because of all of you.  
Sincerely,
Dawn and Alanna Zolman u
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Former Executive
Dir ector Pat
Driskell Sends
Greetings
Pat Driskell
Former Executive Director

Editor’s Note: James Patrick
“Pat” Driskell was executive
director of Project Under-
standing from 1986 to 1990. We
invited him to send his greetings
on the occasion of our 30th
anniversary. 

I ’ve been mulling over this
document for a couple of

weeks now. I could write the
delay off to the busy-ness of the
vacation season, or maybe just
your garden variety procrastina-
tion. Truth be told, I don’t know
where to begin or what to say.
The memories are so vivid and
wonderful, the friendships so
deep and enduring. The work so
rewarding . . .

But the real impact of this
Project Understanding thing is
not the vivid and spectacular, it
is the quiet and consistent wit-
ness to the Reign of God. This
morning I rode my bicycle the
eight miles to my study (a 
practice I began at Project
Understanding). I thought about
folks like Norm Hudson — 
quietly, faithfully, building the
Reign of God. I wore my old
P.U. red cycling jersey, the one
with the white logo, that I rode
on the Sea to Summit 20 years
ago, and gave thanks for the
quiet and faithful.

As I began to write I pon-
dered the many profound
thoughts I’ve experienced via
the pen of Rick Pearson (and
Ellen’s faithful production of
the newsletter), and I gave

thanks for those who quietly,
faithfully, go about building the
Reign of God.

The other day I came across
photos, taken in Rogersville,
Alabama, of Marcia and Bill
Wakelee and rejoiced at those
whose profound friendship and
dogged persistence quietly and
faithfully builds the Reign of
God. 

The names of those who
carry on this work are legion. I
rejoice that they are written in a
book of life and trust that the
peace that matters holds sway
for them because they quietly
and faithfully went about build-
ing the Reign of God.

And let us not forget the
“clients,” those from whom we
learn so much and who give us
so much. It is in the needs of
the poor, and in the conversa-
tions with the poor, that we see
most clearly the challenges and
triumphs that matter.

I could go on ad nauseam
about the vegetarian potlucks,
the civil disobedience, the joy-
ful marches, and the endless
meetings. They all are a part 
of the beauty that is Project
Understanding. In the end
though, it is all about people
and not things. It is, as my son
Joshua says so frequently, about
prophets not profits. The apostle
Paul once commended a man
named Epaphroditus for suffer-
ing greatly, sacrificing much,
and serving faithfully. He said
to the Project Understanding
Community of Philippi that they
should “honor such people.” It
is my joy to honor the people of
Project Understanding, to wish
you well, and to rejoice in your
tremendous work and faithful
witness to the things that matter.
Happy Anniversary! u
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A Note From 
Melissa Wilkins nee Burwell

On June 30, 2007, I was blessed to be able
to marry my best friend, Justin Wilkins.

We had a beautiful wedding with our family
and a few close friends in Hana, Maui. Our
time together with family and friends was a
time of joyfulness, rest, and growth. Our time
in Hana was followed by our honeymoon on
the island of Oahu. Having returned safely to
California, I look forward to beginning this
next stage as Melissa Wilkins. 

Editor’s note: Melissa Wilkins is Project
Understanding’s new housing case manager,
coming on board in June. We share in her joy
at the time of her wedding.

program are also preparing for a
journey — a journey back into
self-sufficiency and self-
reliance. People like Dawn,
whose account of the journey
appear elsewhere in this issue. 

Hundreds of people — the
staff and volunteers of Project
Understanding, other helping
professionals, friends and fami-
ly, and our donors and support-
ers — have worked to prepare
them to make this transition.
We have brought them to the
launch pad and we have com-
pleted the countdown and we
have sent them on their way.
There are still risks and joys
ahead on the journey. But they
are on their way. They are clear
of the tower. u

Clear of Tower
Continued From Page 8



Board of Directors
vvv

Hon. Melinda Johnson (retired)
President

Howard Bolinger, Vice-President

Kar en Campbell, Secretary

Tom Hallock, Treasurer

Rev. Don Dewey
Bob Emerick

Dolores “De De” Taylor
Dorothy Prairie
Mar y L. Watson

Dale Watson

Staff
vvv

Rick Pearson 
Executive Director

Kari Br ogdin 
Business Manager

Jim Grimes 
SARAH Coordinator

Kay Hoyt
Reception Center Coordinator

Lisa Lee
Pantry Coordinator

Gloria Lewis
Business Clerical Support

Mar cia Wakelee 
Tutoring Coordinator

Melissa Wilkins
Housing Case Manager

Shelley Wilmeth
Receptionist

“What does the LORD require 
of you but to do justice, and to
love kindness, and to walk
humbly with your God?” 

Micah 6:8

Our Mission and Programs

Mission

Project Understanding is a faith-based agency founded and established
on the principles and ideals of Judaism and Christianity whose mission

is twofold: to do justice by serving the poor, hungry and oppressed with
compassion and mercy, and to provide avenues for those who wish to
serve others.

Programs
Project Understanding initiates, develops, and maintains special 

projects pulling together the efforts of individuals, local congregations and
groups to meet the needs of the less fortunate. The programs are:

Reception Center
A program that utilizes an intake process with skilled, supportive 

listeners to minister to and assess the needs of individuals and families 
in order to make appropriate referrals.    

Focus on Food Emergency Food Pantry
A pantry program designed to help homeless and hungry people

through times of crisis. The Pantry provides recipients with a three-day
supply of food.

SARAH (Simply Arranging Real Assistance Here)
A source of basic services for homeless people. Services include

shower and laundry facilities, a mail and message center for job seekers,
and assistance in attaining food and shelter.

Tutoring Station
To assist economically disadvantaged children, this program provides

one hour per week of extra classroom instruction with volunteer tutors in
one-to-one interaction at five locations in Ventura and Oxnard.

Religious Coalition for the Homeless
Churches and synagogues joining in faith-based action to provide 

transitional shelter and a voice for the homeless of Ventura County.

Permanent Supportive Housing
Project Understanding is working with a coalition of interested 

agencies and individuals to provide permanent supportive housing for
homeless people.

The Bread of Life
Five congregations are working together to prepare and serve meals to

hungry people in Oxnard each week.
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Second Annual
$MILE Event
Coming on
September22

Have you ever wondered
what 10,000 dollar bills

would look like placed 
end-to-end? On Saturday,
September 22, 2007, Project
Understanding plans to give you
another chance to find out.

The event, dubbed
“$MILE,” will once again lay
facsimile dollar bills end-to-end
through and around Plaza Park
in downtown Ventura. With

your help the trail should cover
5,280 feet (or one mile) and
represent more than $10,000.
The event is being sponsored by
the generous support of
Grossman Imaging.

The dollars will be laid by
groups, businesses and individ-
uals. You can be involved by
either encouraging your group,
business or congregation to be a
participant or by participating
yourself as an individual.

You or your group might
raise some money to contribute
to the effort and come and help
lay that money down.

Or maybe you just want to
come and help lay down the

money donated by one of our
sponsors.

Your group or business may
also be a sponsor. The sponsor
levels are listed in the box
below. If you wish to be a spon-
sor, please call Gloria Lewis at
652-1326.

But whether you choose to
be a sponsor or a participant,
plan now to come to Plaza Park
on Saturday, September 22, to
see what a mile of dollars looks
like.

And $MILE. u
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In Memoriam
Raymond B. “Ray” Meisenheimer

1917 to 2007

We were deeply saddened to learn of the death of long-time
Pantry volunteer Ray Meisenheimer. Ray helped to start

FOOD Share in 1978 and was the president of FOOD Share for
four years. Ray started his volunteering career in the Pantry
when he was asked if he would help haul produce from FOOD
Share to Project Understanding. He picked up bread and other
donated food for the Pantry for 20 years

We offer our deepest sympathies to his wife, Florence; son,
Eugene; daughter, Barbara; and grandson, Joshua.

$MILE Event
Sponsorship Levels

Quarter-Miler
($50-$100)

Entitles sponsor to a listing in the
day-of-event brochure, and an acknowl-
edgement in Project Understanding’s
newsletter.

Half-Miler
($100-$250)

Entitles sponsor to a listing in
brochure, thanks in two issues of Project
Understanding’s newsletter and the right
to place brochures or business cards at
$MILE.

Four-Minute Miler
($250-$1000)

Entitles sponsor to a listing on first
page of brochure and on pre-event posters
and flyers, thanks in two issues of Project
Understanding’s newsletter and the right
to place a display at $MILE.

Event Sponsor
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Thank you to the following 
people and groups who con-
tributed cash to our program
during the month of June:

Individuals
Rob Anderson
William & Dorothy Asano
Roy & Mary Lou Ash
Lila Atkisson
Marion Baranowski
Patricia Barrett
Steve Bennett
Elizabeth Blanchard
Charles & Dawn Blaney
Donna Boeck
Howard & Linda Bolinger
Barbara Born
Jeffrey Brackett & Miriam 

Arichea
Douglas & Toni Bradley
Bob & Mary Braitman
Gordon & Barbara Broberg
John Broms, M.D.
Bill & Loretta Burton
Jimmy & Linda Bushong
Leo Butts
Stanley & Gladys Carlson
Thomas & Joan Carr
Daniel Carrillo
Robert & Elaine Castle
Frank & Helen Cavola
James & Susan Cheek
Naomi Claypool Fowler
Helen Crouch
Harriet Curry
Robin & Linda Dillon
Helen Dirkes
Peter & Diane Dowler
Fabien & Jean Dufau
Charles & Martha Dugan
Charles & Margaret Dunn
Barbara Eggert
James & Lelita Emch
Norma Emery
Fred & Martha Engle
Velma Everton
Robert & Lynne Farrow
Kenneth & Deirdra Finning
Betty Fiorentine
Mildred Fitch

William & Beverly Flothmeier
Edris Fowkes
Sue Ellen Fowler
Neal Fowler
Harold & Norma Fulkerson
Ruth Gallagher
Robert Garrison
Warren & Leilani Glaser
Albert Goldberg
Candy & Paul Gooding
Iris Gruwell
Christoph & Loren Haar
Ronald & Pickens Halt
Barbara Handley
Kay Hannah
Ivan Harkey
Betty Harris
James & Mary Harrison
Richard & Linda Hatcher
Wilma Hays
Jane Helm
William & Heather Hendren
Mike Hershey
William & Pauline Hinds
Charles & Vicky Holmstrom
Bob & Lee Horne
Carroll Hudson
Norman & Marilee Hudson
Ann Huston
JoAnn Jackley
Earl & Marcene Jardine
Jay & Mindy Johnson
David & Ruth Kille
Eunice Koch
Patricia Kochel
Richard & Sue Komorowski
Ada Kudron
Jordan & Sandra Laby
Edward & Susan Lacey
Constance Laferriere
Wanda Laurence
Byron & Irene Lawler
Isabel Levitt
Warren & Lucille Lewis
Gloria Lewis
Barry & Kathy Lewis
Douglas & Patricia Lochner
Kenneth & Laura Locken
Dennis & Jeannette Longwill
Robert & Marina Lunche

Don & Lucy Lyman
Sylvia Mack
Kay Maloney
Jacqueline Manley
John & Frances Marshall
Shane & Wendy Matthews
Marilyn McFadden
Tom & Florence McInally
Barbara Mickey
Dennis & Deirdre Mitchell
Alfred Mottola
Gail Narkevic
Mary O'Donnell
Douglas & Diane Off
Susan Olson
Mason & Carolyn Parrish
Wallace & Hope Pearson
John & Beverly Pearson
Nicholas & Nita Perkins
Dorothy Peterson
John & Anna Powell
Dorothy Prairie
Mark & Diane Rehfield
Diane Rennell
Margery Ricards
Kenn & Barbara Ritza
Duane Rodgers
Harry Rosenberg
Michael & Carolyn Russell
Louis & Susan Samonsky
Salvatore & Mary Saputo
Joe & Charlene Schmidt
Roberta Schoenherr
Iris Schulman
Allan & Julianne Schulze
Dorothy Schupbach
Robert & Mary Scott
Emery & Martha Starkweather
Joanne Stone
Charles & Joy Strawbridge
Renee & Lonnie Sutton
Herman & Barbara Thomas
Robert & Kathie Tobias
Charles & Dorothy Tubbs
Les & Judy Vielbig
Daniel & Joanne Wakelee
Mary Jane Wallace
Edward & Betty Warner
Dale & Mary Watson
Deborah Werner

Thank You to Supporters of Project Understanding
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R. E. & Lynda Whitney
Joanne Wolf
John & Paulina Wolfe
Edward & Diane Zeamba

In memory of:
Bob Gibbs

Given by:
Les & Judy Vielbig

In memory of:
Elsie J. Carr, a founding 
member

Given by:
Thomas & Joan Carr

In honor of:
Jan Jason’s birthday

Given by:
Harry & Esther Cooperman

In honor of:
Les & Judy Vielbig

Given by:
Carol & F. W. Hertel

In honor of:
my granddaughter, CeeCee 
Brabb

Given by:
Iris Schulman

In honor of:
Nathan and Doris Sturtevant’s
wedding

Given by:
Bonnie Lo
Rockwood & Susan Ludes

In honor of:
Rick Pearson

Given by:
Mark & Janet Goldenson

Churches & Organizations
Albertsons
Cars 4 Causes
Community Presbyterian 

Church

Eastminster Presbyterian 
Church

First Baptist Church of Ventura
Horizon Foursquare Church
Live Oak Christian Fellowship
Meadowlark Service League
San Buenaventura Women’s 

Club
St. Paul’s Episcopal Church of 

Ventura
United Way, Other, United 

Way, Edison International

Thank you to the following 
people and groups who 
contributed food and other
items to our program during
the month of June:

Individuals
Jeff & Karen Campbell
Trice Cunningham
Traci Elliot
Les Goldberg
Carol Greeby
Cheryl Hopkins
Paula Jones
Mercy Sanchez
Linda Schilke
George & Eleanor Tillquist
Leonard & Marsha Weber

Churches & Organizations
A Touch of Love Foundation
Alliance for the Mentally Ill
Church of the Foothills
Commission on  Human 

Concerns of Ventura
Community of Christ Church
Community Presbyterian 

Church
CVS Pharmacy - Agoura Hills
CVS Pharmacy - Reseda
Eastminster Presbyterian 

Church
First Baptist Church of Ventura
First United Methodist Church 

of Ventura
FOOD Share
Friends of the Library
Kentucky Fried Chicken

Peet’s Coffee House
St. Paul’s Episcopal Church of 

Ventura
Starbucks
Trader Joe’s
Unitarian Universalist Church
Ventura Missionary Church
Vons - Harbor Blvd.
Vons - Telegraph Road
Vons - Thompson Blvd.

NewsletterLayout
Ellen Pearson

Pearls of Wisdom
(Received through June 30)
Marion Baranowski
Candy & Paul Gooding
Barbara Handley
Betty Harris
Richard & Linda Hatcher
Ann Huston
Jordan & Sandra Laby
Sylvia Mack
Wallace & Hope Pearson
John & Beverly Pearson
Mark & Diane Rehfield
Les & Judy Vielbig
Edward & Betty Warner
Deborah Werner
Edward & Diane Zeamba

In memory of
Elsie J. Carr, a founding 
member

Given by:
Thomas & Joan Carr

In honor of:
Rick Pearson

Given by:
Mark & Janet Goldenson

In honor of:
Les & Judy Vielbig

Given by:
Carol & F. W. Hertel

Thank You to Supporters of Project Understanding



Rheto-Rick

Clear of the
Tower
By Rick Pearson
Executive Director

When I was a child in ele-
mentary school, the only

time I remember being allowed
to watch television at school
was when they let us watch the
launch of a space flight. 

There would be the familiar
countdown: 10. . .9. . .8. . . . At
about two seconds they would

say, “We have ignition.”
Then at zero, “We have
lift of f.” And with a rum-
ble and a roar, the great
rocket would inch off the
ground and begin to gain
altitude. 

In the excitement and
the noise, it would be easy
to miss a quiet voice from
Mission Control which
would say, just seconds
into the flight, “Clear of
the tower.” These simple

words meant that a chance for
catastrophe had once again been
averted.

Those mighty rockets that
hurtled astronauts into space
were steadied by and accessed
from a tower when they were
preparing for launch. 

When the rocket fired and
lifted off, if the thrust of the
engines was not nearly perfect,
the rocket could develop a wob-
ble and the tail might clip the
tower as the rocket took off.
The results of such impact
would have been catastrophic.
So those simple words, “clear
of the tower” indicated that the
danger was past and the ship
was on its way into the heavens.

There were still dangers
ahead for the ship and its crew,
but this early danger was past.

In the preparation leading
up to those few short seconds
between “we have ignition” and
“clear of the tower” thousands
of people worked to prepare
that rocket and its passengers
for the flight. The astronauts
relied on all of these efforts to
take them safely into space. But
it is the astronauts who must
take the risks and also reap the
rewards of the journey.

The families who are resi-
dents of our transitional housing

See Clearof Tower, Page 3
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