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LET’S CELEBRATE

30 YEARS OF SERVICE
n Join us for a BBQ on Saturday, July 7

from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m.

n At the corner of Thompson Boulevard and
Ventura Avenue in Downtown Ventura.

n Free but donations are accepted.

n For more information call
Project Understanding at 652-1326.
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here in 1985.
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Board
President
Mindy Johnson
(c) and
Executive
Director Rick
Pearson



Pearls of Wisdom
Fund Continues 
to Grow

The Pearls of Wisdom Fund
honoring the 30th anniver-

sary of Project Understanding
received a huge boost last

month with an
anonymous gift of
$10,000. In all,
the fund is at
$11,250 as we go
to press in mid-
June.

It is our hope
that the fund will
reach more than
$15,000 to fund
our efforts as we
begin our fourth
decade of service
in western
Ventura County.

Remember that everyone
who gives $30 or more to the
Pearls of Wisdom Fund will
receive a copy of the book,
Rheto-Rick-ally Speaking,
which is a collection of 30 of
the Rheto-Rick columns written
by executive director Rick
Pearson for the Project Under-
standing News over the past 
17 years.

The columns that are in-
cluded were selected by a panel
of 11 readers who read all 200
columns and each submitted a
list of their favorite columns. 

What follows is one of the
columns selected for inclusion
and is intended to whet your
appetite to read the entire 
collection. 

The column was originally
published in the January 1992
edition of the newsletter and
explains how the title Rheto-
Rick came to be selected more
than 30 years ago.

Rhetoric — Words Which
Change Lives, History

A great many church news-
letters cross my desk, and one
thing that most of them have in
common is a column from the
pastor.

What is almost as interest-
ing as the content, is the variety
of names that pastors use for
their columns. While many have
no name and others use simply,
“From the Pastor’s Desk” or “A
Note From Your Pastor,” some
have very clever and creative
names.

For example, one pastor
whose first name is Ben calls
his column, “Ben Thinking.”
Another, whose last name is
hyphenated, writes under the
title, “Hyphenations.”

I have encouraged my own
pastor, whose first name is
Mark, to call his column, “The
Gospel According to Mark,” but
so far he has declined.

I am not sure whether peo-
ple consider my own column
title, “Rheto-Rick,” to be clever,
creative, or just meaningless.
From time to time, people will
mention to me that they are
unable to find the word “rheto”
in their dictionary and ask me
what it means. Others ask me
whether I don’t mean “Retro-
Rick.” I’ll admit that there are
certainly areas where I am
backwards, but I do not intend
to call myself “Backward Rick”
every month in my column.

I have been using “Rheto-
Rick” as my column title for
nearly 20 years. It was suggest-
ed to me by a church secretary
in a congregation where I
served as part-time minister of
youth while I was in seminary.

The senior pastor’s name
was Ken and he called his col-
umn, “The Pen of Ken.” The

secretary thought I also should
use a catchy title, but neither of
us could think of an appropriate
rhyme for Rick. The secretary
finally suggested “Rheto-Rick”
and the rest, as they say, is 
history.

I like the title. Not only do I
appreciate the pun, but I like to
believe that I am engaged in
rhetoric in the best sense of the
word. I am well aware that the
word has taken on the connota-
tion of artificial eloquence and
showiness, but I prefer to think
of the word in its original mean-
ing — the art or science of
using words effectively in
speech or writing.

I write these columns as
much for myself as for anyone
else. It is helpful to me to be
forced once a month to sit down
and try to put my thoughts
about life, faith and the ministry
of Project Understanding into
some coherent form that might
move me (and others) to action.
I hope that it is not “mere
rhetoric,” a lot of empty words
leading nowhere.

But I don't believe that
words are empty. Words are
powerful. Words can change
lives. Words can change history.
“And the Word became flesh
and dwelt among us, full of
grace and truth.”

I sincerely hope that you
find my words to be “full of
grace and truth.” My prayer is
that of the Psalmist, “May the
words of my mouth, and the
meditations of our hearts, be
acceptable in thy sight, O Lord,
my strength and my redeemer.”

And that’s not just a lot of
rhetoric. u
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From Whence
We’ve Come

I n Ventura, a group of brown
bagging ministers met regu-

larly to address the social ills of
the late 1960s. Project Under-
standing came into being out of
these efforts. 

A grant from the Lily
Endowment through the
Claremont School of Theology
made it possible to bring on two
part-time staff and, on July 7,
1977, Project Understanding
filed incorporation papers with
the state of California. 

Within the first 18 months
following incorporation the
Focus on Food Emergency Food
Panty was opened, FOOD Share
(Food On Our Doorstep) began
the Biblical practice of gleaning
fields to feed the poor, and the
first CROPWalks were held in
Ventura County.

In 1980, the first local affili -
ate of Habitat for Humanity in
California was formed under
Project Understanding.

Project Understanding had
no permanent home of its own
until 1982 when the old fire-
house at 43 East Vince Street
became available.

This facility made possible
the creation of other new pro-
grams including the Tutoring
Station (1982), emergency
housing assistance (1983), and
SARAH, including drop-in ser-
vices, (1986).

In September 1991 the
Vince Corner Family Shelter
opened in the former pharmacy
at the corner of Vince Street and
Ventura Avenue. It was fol-
lowed by the acquisition of a
six-unit apartment building in
Oxnard for transitional housing
in 1997.

In recent years, Project

Understanding has been partner-
ing with the city of Ventura and
a private developer towards the
creation of fifteen units of per-
manent supportive housing in
downtown Ventura.

For the past 30 years,
Project Understanding has
served as a catalyst to bring
together volunteers and
resources to help meet the needs
of low-income people in
Ventura and Oxnard. Help us
celebrate what God hath
wrought. u

Thr ee Executive
Dir ectors Have
Guided PU Dur-
ing Last 30 Years

There have been three exec-
utive directors during the

30-year history of Project
Understanding. 

The executive director at
the time of incorporation in
1977 was the Rev. Virgil
Nelson. 

It was Virgil who oversaw
the process that led to the filing
of the incorporation papers on
July 7, 1977.
Virgil is an
ordained min-
ister in the
American
Baptist
Church.
Originally, the
position of
executive direc-
tor was a part-time position and
Virgil was also the pastor of a
small Baptist church in Oak
View.

In addition to the begin-
nings of such programs as the
Focus on Food Emergency Food

Pantry and FOODShare, Virgil
was also instrumental in the
negotiations that led to the
acquisition of the old fire sta-
tion at 43 East Vince Street. The
agreement to purchase the prop-
erty was made in 1982 and the
final payment was made at the
end of 1986. The acquisition of
the Vince Street property made
possible the beginning of the
Tutoring Station under the guid-
ance of Lynn Nelson, Virgil’s
wife. 

Virgil and the board of
directors agreed that (with the
growing programs and the
added responsibility of the
building) the position of execu-
tive director needed to expand
in hours. However, Virgil 
decided that he would remain 
as the pastor of the Oak View
church and the board began the
search for the agency’s first
full-time director.

After what became a nation-
wide search, the board selected
the Rev. James P. (“Pat”)
Driskell, a
Presbyterian
minister. Pat,
who was origi-
nally from
Alabama, was
the director of
a peace and
justice organi-
zation in
Memphis, Tennessee. He
became executive director in
January 1986.

Almost immediately, Pat
began to look for new ways to
use the resource represented by
the fire station. The building
had a small bathroom that
included a shower. Pat saw this
as a way to assist homeless peo-
ple by allowing them to shower.

It was quickly apparent that
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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
Mar y L. Watson

Dale Watson

Staff
vvv

Rick Pearson 
Executive Director

Kari Br ogdin 
Business Manager

Melissa Burwell
Housing Case Manager

Jim Grimes 
SARAH Coordinator

Kay Hoyt
Reception Center Coordinator

Gloria Lewis
Business Clerical Support

Mar cia Wakelee 
Tutoring Coordinator

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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Farewell to Lisa in
the Food Pantry

L isa Lee, who has been the
coordinator of the Focus

on Food Emergency Food
Pantry here at Project Under-
standing since 2004 , has 
decided to relocate to Arizona
for family reasons. Her last day
in the position was June 22.

Lisa has worked hard to
ensure that
there is
enough food
in the Pan-
try, that
shelves are
stocked
when it is
time to
open, and

that there are volunteers avail-
able to distribute food.

In addition, she has had to
arrange for the pick up of food
from donating congregations
and businesses. Sometimes she
has been able to recruit volun-
teers with adequate vehicles to
do the task. Sometimes she has
had to do it herself. But through
all the trials and tribulations,
she has maintained a friendly
smile and a cheery disposition.

We wish Lisa well in her
new life in the desert.

Pantry Position Available
Lisa’s departure, of course,

leaves a hole in our staff. We
are seeking qualified candidates
to fill this position. It is a 30-
hour per week position. The
main qualification is the heart
and desire to provide food to
hungry people with compassion
and love. The position also
requires the ability to secure,
track and maintain the food sup-
plies in the Pantry, to recruit,
train, schedule, and work with a

wide variety of volunteers, and
the strength to move full cases
of food. It is our intention to fill
this position with a qualified
candidate as soon as possible so
we encourage anyone who is
interested to submit a resume
before July 9. For more infor-
mation please contact Rick
Pearson at 652-1326. u
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this one shower would not be
adequate for the needs of all the
people who needed help, so Pat
began the major renovation of
the unused portion of the build-
ing to create the SARAHCenter
where homeless people could
shower, wash clothes, use a 
telephone, and receive mail.

The programs continued 
to expand so when the old phar-
macy on the corner of Vince
Street and Ventura Avenue
became available, Pat leased it
with the idea of expanding ser-
vices into that building.

Early in 1990, Pat and his
family began to feel the tug of
home and decided to return to
Alabama.

In April the board con-
cluded an executive search and
appointed the Rev. Rick Pearson
as the third executive director of
Project Understanding. Rick is 
a United Methodist minister
who had joined the Project
Understanding staff in 1988 to
coordinate the agency’s food
ministries.

Under Rick’s leadership, the
pharmacy building was rehabed
to provide short-term transi-
tional housing for five years and
then, when the board decided
that more intensive transitional
housing was needed, oversaw
the acquisition of a six-unit
apartment building as well as 
purchasing the leased building
at Vince Street and Ventura
Avenue.

The board of directors of
Project Understanding salutes
and celebrates these three exec-
utive directors who have helped
shape and direct the growth and
service of the agency over the
past 30 years. u

Executive Directors
Continued From Page 3

Rick Pearson

are living longer is that more of
us are living a full life. The
average life expectancy is get-
ting longer because fewer of us
are dying in infancy, fewer of
us are dying in epidemics, and
fewer of us are dying of pre-
ventable diseases.

While we rejoice in the
lives that are extended by such
individual (expensive) proce-
dures such as heart by-pass 
surgery, it is relatively inexpen-
sive public health and public
hygiene measures that have
extended the life of most of us.

And so, as Project Under-
standing celebrates 30 years of
service, we rejoice in the thou-
sands of lives that have been
changed one at a time for the
better because of our efforts. I
would not trade one of those
lives for anything.

But just as the 20th century
saw huge extensions in life
expectancy because of battles
against cholera, polio and infant
mortality, let us pray that the
21st century. will see huge
extensions in the quality of life
for all — rich and poor —
because we provide housing
that all can afford and a just
division of the earth’s resources
that all may enjoy the blessings
of a full life. u

Quality of Life
Continued From Page 8
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Thank you to the following 
people and groups who con-
tributed cash to our program
during the month of May:

Individuals
Judy Alexandre
William & Dorothy Asano
Roy & Mary Lou Ash
Lila Atkisson
Marion Baranowski
Steve Bennett
Donna Boeck
Howard & Linda Bolinger
Barbara Born
Jeffrey Brackett & Miriam 

Arichea
Bob & Mary Braitman
Gordon & Barbara Broberg
John Broms, M.D.
Gene Bruton
Bill & Loretta Burton
Jimmy & Linda Bushong
Thomas & Joan Carr
Robert & Elaine Castle
James & Susan Cheek
Naomi Claypool Fowler
Shirley Cozzens
Helen Crouch
Helen Dirkes
Allen W. & Susan Dirrim
Paul & Nancy Dols
Fabien & Jean Dufau
Charles & Martha Dugan
Charles & Margaret Dunn
Barbara Eggert
James & Lelita Emch
Fred & Martha Engle
Frederick & Lynda Evans
Kenneth & Deirdra Finning
Betty Fiorentine
Mildred Fitch
William & Beverly Flothmeier
Edris Fowkes
Sue Ellen Fowler
Ruth Gallagher
Robert Garrison
Warren & Leilani Glaser
Albert Goldberg
Gene & De Lois Greer

Iris Gruwell
Christoph & Loren Haar
Ronald & Pickens Halt
Kay Hannah
Ivan Harkey
Wilma Hays
Jane Helm
William & Pauline Hinds
Sharlyne Holloway
Kay Hoyt
Norman & Marilee Hudson
Carroll Hudson
JoAnn Jackley
Jay & Mindy Johnson
Robert & Bruna Jones
David & Ruth Kille
Eunice Koch
Richard & Sue Komorowski
Ada Kudron
Edward & Susan Lacey
Constance Laferriere
Bill Lansing
Byron & Irene Lawler
Warren & Lucille Lewis
Douglas & Patricia Lochner
Kenneth & Laura Locken
Dennis & Jeannette Longwill
Laura Longwill
George Lozano
Gary Lundquist
Nancy MacConell
Art & Jean Marshall
John & Frances Marshall
Shane & Wendy Matthews
Marilyn McFadden
Tom & Florence McInally
Thomas & Marilyn Menaugh
Leo Meyer
Dennis & Deirdre Mitchell
Betty Moon
Dallas & Gloria Moore
Alfred Mottola
Leah Ohse
Susan Olson
Mason & Carolyn Parrish
Nicholas & Nita Perkins
Jim & Amy Perkins
John & Anna Powell
Tom & Pamela Prinz
Diane Rennell

Margery Ricards
Duane Rodgers
Michael & Carolyn Russell
Violet Ryder
Louis & Susan Samonsky
Roberta Schoenherr
Iris Schulman
Allan & Julianne Schulze
Dorothy Schupbach
Virginia Scotland
Robert & Mary Scott
Sharon & William Snure
Ira & Esther Sorkin
Renee & Lonnie Sutton
Michael & Pamela Swartout
Brien & Carolyn Thomas
Robert & Kathie Tobias
Roy & Nancy Todd
Charles & Dorothy Tubbs
Les & Judy Vielbig
Daniel & Joanne Wakelee
Mary Jane Wallace
Dale & Mary Watson
Lynn & Tessa Weeks
Indranee Wijesekera
Donnet & Phyllis Wilt
John & Paulina Wolfe

In memory of:
Elsie Carr

Given by:
Agnes Riedmiller

In honor of:
Grandson Andrew’s 
5th birthday!

Given by:
Gloria Lewis

In memory of:
Robert Gibbs

Given by:
Frank & Kathleen Stehli

In honor of:
Sylvia Mack’s birthday

Given by:
Les & Judy Vielbig

Thank You to Supporters of Project Understanding
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In memory of:
Tacia “Tomme” Weishaar

Given by:
Jymmye Hitch-Banhart

In memory of:
Tacia Weishaar

Given by:
Alvan Pench

In memory of:
Wilma Zittel

Given by:
Kathi Taylor

Churches & Organizations
Cars 4 Causes
Church of the Foothills
County of Ventura
First Assembly of God of 

Ventura
First Baptist Church of 

Ventura
First Presbyterian Church of 

Oxnard
First United Methodist 

Church of Ventura, 
Joyful Fellowship

Horizon Foursquare Church
Live Oak Christian 

Fellowship
National Charity League
Presbytery of Santa Barbara, 

Peacemaking Subcommittee
Pythian Sisters
St. Paul’s Episcopal Church 

of Ventura
Trinity Community Church
United Way, Other
United Way, Other, United 

Way of Central Maryland
United Way, Other, United 

Way/SBC Employee 
Giving

Vanguard Charitable 
Endowment Program

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

Individuals
Bob & Mary Braitman
Micah Brogdin
JoAnn Catalano
Norma Emery
Wayne & Vicki Galler
Sandy Greenberg
Ruth Hampton
Ashelei Higuera
Kim Hitch
Estelle Ichino
Douglas Jereska
Barbara & Jackie Maitland
Jacqueline Manley
Art & Jean Marshall
Jim Mayer
Jeanette Mickelson
Betty Morter
Fran Moss
John & Stephanie Orr
Len Stouffer
Leonard & Marsha Weber
Jacquie & Kathy Wilber

Churches & Organizations
A Touch of Love Foundation
Affinity Bank
Church of the Foothills
Club 50 Fitness Center
College United Methodist 

Church
Delta Theta Tau Omicron Tau

Chapter
Eastminster Presbyterian 

Church
First Baptist Church of 

Ventura
First United Methodist Church

of Ventura
Friends of the Library
Girl Scout Troop No. 698
Grace Lutheran Church
Mimis Cafe
Pythian Sisters

San Buenaventura Women’s 
Club

Soroptimist International of 
Ventura

St. Paul’s Episcopal Church 
of Ventura

Trinity Lutheran Church

Pearls of Wisdom
(Received through May 31)

Betty Jo Blaser-Perkins
Joy Hamlat
Geri Loe

In memory of:
Phyllis Goldberg

Given by:
Les Goldberg

In honor of:
Rick Pearson, Rev. Don 
Dewey and 
in memory of 
Elsie Carr

Given by:
Jymmye Hitch-Banhart

NewsletterLayout
Ellen Pearson

Thank You to Supporters of Project Understanding



Rheto-Rick

Extending the
Quality of Life 
for All
By Rick Pearson
Executive Director

When Project Under-
standing celebrates its

30th anniversary on July 7, we
must share the week with a
probably better known anniver-
sary — the anniversary of the
independence of our nation.
This year we will be celebrating
231 years. 

I recently read a biography
of John Adams, one who played
a key role in the events of July
4, 1776, and for many years
after. In reading this I was
reminded of something I knew
but had forgotten. Both John
Adams and Thomas Jefferson,
who drafted the Declaration of
Independence, died on the same
day. And not only the same day
but both died on July 4th. And
not just on July 4th but on July
4, 1826, the day that marked the
50th anniversary of the adop-
tion of the Declaration. John

Adams was 90 years old and
Jefferson was 83.

This knowledge gave me
pause while I was watching an
episode of “Law and Order”
where Arthur Branch, the dis-
trict attorney played by poten-
tial presidential candidate Fred
Thompson, made the comment,
“The Founding Fathers couldn’t
imagine people living into their
80s.” Well, not only could they
imagine it, at least two of them
did it.

I am sure the scriptwriters
put those words into District
Attorney Branch’s mouth
because they shared the com-
monly held idea that we are 
living longer than people used
to, thanks largely to medical
advances that are adding years
to the end of our lives. 

But it is not true that our
life span is getting longer.
Eighty years is considered by
most to be a full life. One hun-
dred years is considered to be a
blessing. Even 3,000 years ago
80 years was considered a full
life. “The days of our life are
seventy years, or perhaps
eighty,” said the Psalmist.

What makes it seem that we
See Quality of Life, Page 5

Project Understanding at San Buenaventura
43 E. Vince Street
P.O. Box 25460
Ventura, CA93002-2280
(805) 652-1326
FAX (805) 652-1389
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