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30th Anniversary
Barbecue to Be
Held at WAV Site
n Barbecue Saturday, July 7,
celebrating Project Under-
standing’s 30th anniversary.

Abarbecue celebrating
Project Understanding’s

30th anniversary will be held on
Saturday, July 7, 2007, at the

future site of the WAV (Working
Artists in Ventura) project. The
project will include permanent
supportive housing apartments
that will be operated by Project
Understanding. The site is locat-
ed at the corner of Ventura
Avenue and Thompson
Boulevard in Downtown
Ventura. The celebration will
last from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m.

The day will include 
barbecued brats, music and

entertainment, and display of
the history of Project Under-
standing and brief remarks from
speakers. 

There is no charge to attend
the event and donations will be
accepted for the food and
refreshments. 

Plan now to come out and
help the friends and supporters
of Project Understanding cele-
brate our 30th anniversary. u
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To celebrate the 30th
anniversary of Project

Understanding, the board of
directors has established the
Pearls of Wisdom Fund to help
underwrite the work of Project
Understanding as we begin our
next 30 years.

And we have a gift for those
who make a gift to the fund of
$30 or more. 

Rick Pearson joined the
Project Understanding staff in
1988 and was appointed execu-
tive director in May of 1990.
For the last 17 years, he has
written a monthly column in this
newsletter under the heading,
“Rheto-Rick.”

Now, in celebration of the
30th anniversary, we have put
together a collection of 30

columns from the more than 200
that Rick has written. The 30
were chosen by a panel of
eleven people who each read all
200 and picked their favorites.
The 30 in the collection were
selected from these combined
lists. 

The collection, entitled,
Rheto-Rick-ally Speaking, also
includes a foreword by Virgil
and Lynn Nelson. 

We hope that you will
accept this gift of appreciation
for your support as Project
Understanding enters its fourth
decade of service.

To make a gift to the
Pearls of Wisdom fund simply
write: 

“Pearls of Wisdom” 
on the memo line of your
check.u

Donate to the Pearls of Wisdom Fund
n When you make a $30 donation to the Pearls of Wisdom
Fund, Project Understanding will give you a gift.

Rheto-Rick-ally Speaking (the
cover of which is shown here) is a
collection of 30 articles from over
200 written for the Project
Understanding News over 17 years
by executive director Rick Pearson. 
The cover photographs are of the
founding executive director Virgil
Nelson and current executive direc-
tor Rick Pearson taken nearly 25
years apart in front of the agency’s
main office in a former fire station
on Vince Street.



Nelsons Write
Foreword for
Rheto-Rick-ally
Speaking
Collection

Editor’s Note: Virgil and
Lynn Nelson were instrumental
in the establishment and early
success of Project Understand-
ing. Virgil was the executive
director at the time of incorpo-
ration on July 7, 1977. Lynn
created and served as coordina-
tor of the Tutoring Program,
both as a volunteer and as staff.

For the past decade the
Nelsons have served as mission-
aries for the American Baptist
Church in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo.

The Nelsons were invited to
write a foreword to the collec-
tion of Rheto-Rick columns
being published in celebration
of Project Understanding’s 

30th anniversary. This is that 
foreword:

What does the Lord require
of you, but to do justice,

love kindness and walk
humbly with your God?
(Micah 6:8)

The communications
skills of Rick Pearson have
been a continuing blessing
to the community of Project
Understanding during the
past 19 years. So it is a joy
to introduce to you this col-
lection of 30 of the “Best of
Rheto-Rick,” selections based
on readers’choices. 

When our mail finally
arrives here in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, (every
other month or so), we turn
first, in the Project Under-
standing Newsletter, to the 
“Rheto-Rick” column.

One of the primary qualifi-
cations for an executive director
is the ability to communicate; to
call and inspire others to com-
mit to the vision and ministry 
of the group; to help bring an
understanding of the root causes
of the problems at hand; to help
formulate, refine, prioritize and
interpret actions and changes
which will move towards solu-
tions; and to call the community
to appreciate and celebrate its
efforts.

What makes the Rheto-Rick
columns great?

They are not just the
“words” or ideas of “Rick” but
are based on truths and insights
that come from “beyond Rick.”
In short they are “inspired” and
give us “motivation” and per-
spective as we work together
for a just and loving world.
Rick helps us “ruminate” —
“literally the process of chewing
the cud.” His probing questions

help us reflect on and process
who we are and what is happen-
ing around us. Rick is a gifted
story-teller. His yarns lead us to

new ways of seeing ourselves as
agents of change in our world.
His images link our reality with
the goals toward which God
would have us move. His posi-
tive spirit in the midst of over-
whelming need reminds us of
our true sources of strength, and
inspires us to persevere.

Rick has a knack for com-
ing up with titles that excite and
which extend the meaning of
the text. His style is conversa-
tional, and even meandering,
but all of a sudden the light
comes pouring in and one is
exploring in new depth. In the
spirit of the Hebrew prophets,
Rick exposes the consequences
of our behaviors, individually
and as a society.

Why does Project Under-
standing exist?

What is our purpose? How
do we go about living out that
purpose? The founding board of
Project Understanding and
Project Understanding “pro-
phets” of the past — Rev. Larry
Tretton and Earl Ocker —
decided that to be people of 
justice, the primary purpose of
Project Understanding would be
to “project understanding” of
racism in Ventura County and to
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An Acrostic From 
Virgil and L ynn Nelson

R - ealities
H -alf hidden,
E - xposed and
T - argeted for 
O -bservation

for
R - umination
I - insight, inspiration, involvement
C - onnection to our fall, challenge for change
K - inship in the Kingdom

by
P - layful puns prompting perspective
E - nergizing us to
A - wareness of others’angles
R - eason reaching toward reconciliation
S - urprises in sensitive service
O -penness to overview and others
N - ewness, nonviolence and not-no-nonsense

See Nelsons, Page 3

Lynn and V irgil Nelson



A Staff Change in
Housing Case
Manager Position

We are sorry to announce
that Regina Fitz-gerald,

the Project Understanding hous-
ing case manager since 2002,
submitted her resignation
recently in order to accept a
position with Catholic Charities.
A change in Regina’s family sit-
uation made it necessary for her
to have health insurance which
we are, unfortunately, unable to
provide.

Regina has served this
agency well. Her willing spirit
and cheerful personality have
been a blessing to the staff and
volunteers. And her deep com-
passion and great understanding
have been a blessing to the peo-
ple she served, both in Transi-
tion House and in the eviction
prevention program.

While we will miss her day-
to-day presence in our lives, we
are happy to know that she will
still be serving in our communi-
ty and that her caring nature and
her rich expertise will still be
available to people in need in
our midst.

Even as we say good-bye to
Regina, we are happy to wel-
come Melissa Burwell into our
midst. Melissa has been serving
an agency assisting troubled
teens in Santa Barbara. Both her
education and experience make
her an excellent addition to the
Project Understanding staff.
Here is how she introduces her-
self to us all:

My name is Melissa
Burwell, and I would like to
start by saying that I am so
excited and thankful to be a part
of Project Understanding.
Having been raised in a home

with strong Christian values, I
look forward to being a part of
an organization that implements
these values into action. I was
born in California and spent my
childhood both in Ventura as
well as Japan. After graduating
from Ventura High School, I
attended Westmont College
and graduated in 2003 with a
bachelor’s degree in sociolo-
gy with a human services
emphasis. My classes with
Dr. Judy Alexandre chal-
lenged me to integrate my
faith with social justice in
very tangible ways. It was at
that time that I began volun-
teering at a crisis shelter for
10-17 year olds in downtown
Santa Barbara. 

While volunteering at
Noah’s Anchorage Youth
Shelter, I discovered my love
and passion for working with
people. After graduating
from Westmont College, I
moved to Boston, Massa-
chusetts and worked at a 
residential treatment facility
for males ages 16-18 years
old. I expanded my experi-
ence and was able to work
with a diverse population of
youth and their families. 

After surviving one bitterly
cold winter in Boston, my
exploration led me back to the
warmth of Santa Barbara. I
returned to Noah’s Anchorage
as a residential counselor and
transitioned to assistant manag-
er. It was there that I met my
soul mate, Justin Wilkins, who I
am excited to get to marry on
June 30. 

I look forward to continue
learning how to best meet the
needs of those around us
through the case manager 
position. u
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help “build bridges rather than
walls.” Each subsequent board
and executive director wrestled
with the same questions. Over
time, Project Understanding’s
sense of the call to justice,
mercy and humility has expand-
ed to include: the injustices 
and problems of hunger in a 
county and country of plenty;
unemployment; unaffordable
housing; illiteracy; and 
homelessness.

Our Hats Off to Rheto-Rick
Our hats off to “Rheto-

Rick” for helping us define and
understand our purpose, the
challenge of God’s call, and
what it means to love justice, to
be merciful, and to walk each
day in humility. Rheto-Rick
invites us to the feast.

Beside “Rheto-Rick,” there
is another “partner” in ministry.
We want to acknowledge the
incredible contribution of Ellen
Pearson as the newsletter editor.
Her ability and creative pres-
ence over the past 17 years
have made possible not only
our reception of “Rheto-Rick”
but lots of exciting stories of
the miracles of love in action.

Thank you, Rick and Ellen,
for being yourselves and shar-
ing so generously with all of us.

Shalom, 
Virgil and Lynn

This concludes the Nelsons’
foreword to Rheto-Rick-ally
Speaking.We thank Lynn and
Virgil for their kind words and
for their tireless and creative
efforts to create and establish
Project Understanding. We 
appreciate their love and 
support. u

Nelsons
Continued From Page 2

Regina Fitz-Gerald
moves to a new
position with
Catholic Charities.

We welcome
Melissa Burwell as
our new housing
case manager .



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

Lisa Lee
Pantry 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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Mimi’ s Cafe Saves
the Day
By Marcia Wakelee,
Tutoring Coordinator

A s the school year comes to
an end, the Tutoring

Program is always looking for
ways to thank our wonderful
volunteer tutors for helping our
students, and we also want to
reward the children for their
hard work and effort. The big
question is how can we stretch
our slim budget to do this for
180 tutors and 250 students.

Mimi’ s Cafe provided a
wonderful answer. As they did
last year, Mimi’s gave us an
Excellence in Education Certi-
ficate for each tutor and each
student, redeemable for a free
treat at Mimi’s. What a great
way to celebrate a successful
school year!

Many thanks to Mimi’s
Cafe, and many thanks to each
tutor and student. What a great
group, working together to help
our children succeed!

Nutrition Quiz
Mimi’ s also gave us a quiz

to help promote healthy eating
among our youth. See if you
know the answers.

1. Which is higher in calories, a
teaspoon of sugar or a teaspoon
of honey?

2. Brown sugar is white sugar
with what sprinkled on it?

3. According to nutritionists, we
should eat 5 servings of
___________ each day.

4. True or False: Potatoes are
high in calories and have few
nutrients.

5. True or False: Foods high in
fiber help to make you feel full.

Answers
1) Honey. 2) Molasses. 

3) Fruit and vegetables. 4)
False: They are low in calories.
It’s what we put on them that
makes them fattening. 5) True:
And the skins of fruits and veg-
etables are very high in fiber. u

Norm Hudson
Once Again Takes
On Sea to Summit

A fter more than a quarter of
a century, Norm Hudson

continues to take on the gruel-
ing Sea-to-Summit ride for his
own pride and for Project
Understanding.

May 19 was the 34th
Annual Sea to
Summit bike
ride from near
Ventura to the
top of Mount
Pinos. Norm
Hudson has
riden in 27 of
them. The ride 
is 85-miles long
with a total
climb of 8,000
feet in elevation.

During those
27 years, Norm
has helped raise
tens of thou-
sands of dollars
to support the
work of Project Understanding.

Riding the Sea to Summit is
partly about the challenge. It is
certainly satisfying to be able to
accomplish something that few
others would even attempt. But
it is also about helping raise
money. When speaking about
the Sea to Summit ride, Norm
said, “It’s a difficult ride, but
when you finish you feel such a
sense of accomplishment. But
the main reason I do it is to
raise money. When it gets tough
out there, I talk myself up hills
by thinking about the charities.”

Thank you, Norm, for once
again reaching the top for us. u
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error when I agree with both the
theology and the politics.

I certainly believe that my
theology must inform my poli-
tics, but I never want my poli-
tics to inform my theology.

My theology is at the core
of my being. It it is my deepest
understanding of who God is
and, more importantly, how that
understanding shapes and
guides my actions in the world
and in relation to my neighbor.

That understanding clearly
has political ramifications.

But it is a mistake to
assume that everyone who
shares my political beliefs
shares the same theological
understandings.

While I may agree with
Boff that “The opposite of
poverty is not wealth — it is
justice,” it does not mean that
all who seek justice, as I under-
stand it, are working for God.
The purpose of theology is
doing the will of God. The 
purpose of politics is to gain 
the power to make others do 
my will.

Boff and Falwell are both
right. People of faith cannot shy
away from politics. But an old
expression warns that “politics
make strange bedfellows.” Peo-
ple of faith must beware of
some of the “bedfellows” that
come with those politics. u

Bedfellows
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 April:

Individuals
Judy Alexandre
Helen Archer
Ralph & Kay Armstrong
William & Dorothy Asano
Roy & Mary Lou Ash
Lila Atkisson
Marion Baranowski
Marilynn Batelaan
Denise Baylor
Kenneth & Debra Beckfeld
Steve Bennett
Donna Boeck
Howard & Linda Bolinger
Barbara Born
Jeffrey Brackett & Miriam 

Arichea
Bob & Mary Braitman
Gordon & Barbara Broberg
John Broms, M.D.
Bill & Loretta Burton
Jimmy & Linda Bushong
Richard & Laura Calzada
Stanley & Gladys Carlson
Thomas & Joan Carr
Daniel Carrillo
Robert & Elaine Castle
James & Susan Cheek
Naomi Claypool Fowler
Helen Crouch
Joann Cunningham
Harriet Curry
Richard & Gertrude Desposato
Harry & Margery Dickinson
Helen Dirkes
Fabien & Jean Dufau
Charles & Martha Dugan
Charles & Margaret Dunn
Lisa Edwards & Bill Meyer
Barbara Eggert
James & Lelita Emch
Fred & Martha Engle
Betty Lou Evans
Frederick & Lynda Evans
Robert & Lynne Farrow
Kenneth & Deirdra Finning

William & Beverly Flothmeier
Sue Ellen Fowler
Harold & Norma Fulkerson
Ruth Gallagher
Thomas & Lois Gallardo
Robert Garrison
Warren & Leilani Glaser
Les Goldberg
Albert Goldberg
Candy & Paul Gooding
Carol Greeby
Iris Gruwell
Christoph Haar
Ronald & Pickens Halt
Joy Hamlat
Kay Hannah
Ivan Harkey
Betty Harris
Wilma Hays
H. Lee & Margaret Heise
Betsy & Camille Held
Jane Helm
Mike Hershey
Carol & F. W. Hertel
Jeffrey & Debra Hill
Harriet Hillam
William & Pauline Hinds
Charles & Vicky Holmstrom
Bob & Lee Horne
Carroll Hudson
Norman & Marilee Hudson
JoAnn Jackley
Jay & Mindy Johnson
David & Ruth Kille
Eunice Koch
Patricia Kochel
Richard & Sue Komorowski
Ada Kudron
Janice Kuzemko
Edward & Susan Lacey
Constance Laferriere
Gaylord & Muriel Larsen
Wanda Laurence
Byron & Irene Lawler
Gloria Lewis
Warren & Lucille Lewis
Barry & Kathy Lewis
Kenneth & Laura Locken
Geri Loe
Dennis & Jeannette Longwill

Gary Lundquist
Don & Lucy Lyman
Donald & Barbara MacDonald
Jacqueline Manley
John & Frances Marshall
Shane & Wendy Matthews
Nancy Maxwell
Lillian McClintock
Marilyn McFadden
Tom & Florence McInally
Susan Medrano
Leo Meyer
Dennis & Deirdre Mitchell
Alfred Mottola
Gail Narkevic
Jean Nussman
Douglas & Diane Off
Susan Olson
Willard & Ruth Ortlip
Mason & Carolyn Parrish
Nicholas & Nita Perkins
John & Anna Powell
Sharron Price
Tom & Pamela Prinz
Sandra Rappe
Diane Rennell
Margery Ricards
Duane Rodgers
Michael & Carolyn Russell
Louis & Susan Samonsky
Salvatore & Mary Saputo
Roy & Sharon Schneider
Roberta Schoenherr
Kathleen Schroeder
Iris Schulman
Allan & Julianne Schulze
Jerome & Ruth Schwartz
Robert & Mary Scott
Ira & Esther Sorkin
Renee & Lonnie Sutton
Michael & Pamela Swartout
William & Jean Tauck
Dolores Taylor
David Terrasi
Herman & Barbara Thomas
Robert & Kathie Tobias
Charles & Dorothy Tubbs
Les & Judy Vielbig
Daniel & Joanne Wakelee
Mary Jane Wallace

Thank You to Supporters of Project Understanding
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Dale & Mary Watson
John & Laura Whyte
John & Paulina Wolfe
Janice Zechner

In honor of:
Anne Alpers, Happy Birthday

Given by:
Judith & W. R Ditzler

In memory of:
Bob Gibbs

Given by:
Earle & Eleanor Egolf
John & Glenda Hammer
Jeanne Jensen
Betsy Rubottom

In memory of:
Jeff Ball

Given by:
Robert & Rosalind Thomas

In memory of:
John McVittie

Given by:
Betty Fiorentine

In honor of:
Leslie Bennett’s birthday

Given by:
Ernest & Laura Gulovsen

In memory of:
Morton Schneider

Given by:
Myers, Widders, Gibson, 
Jones & Schneider, LLP

In memory of:
Robert Gibbs

Given by:
Eugene & Mabel Demuth
Linda & Richard French
Morris & Cheryl Gilbert
Gary & Nancy Lairmore
Alphonse & Jan Marra
Bruce & Signe Smale
William & Jean Tauck

In memory of:
Maureen Herman

Given by:
Wilbur & Helen Gayhart

In honor of:
Midge Stork’s birthday

Given by:
Sylvia Mack

In memory of:
Virgil Ball

Given by:
Gene & De Lois Greer

Churches & Organizations
County of Ventura
David & Rae Wiener 

Foundation Inc.
Eastminster Presbyterian 

Church
First Assembly of God of 

Ventura
First Baptist Church of Ventura
First United Methodist Church 

of Ventura
First United Methodist Church 

of Ventura, Mariposa 
Fellowship

Horizon Foursquare Church
Laurel Springs School
Live Oak Christian Fellowship
Ojai Presbyterian Church
St. Paul’s Episcopal Church of 

Ventura
Temple Beth Torah
Trinity Lutheran Church
United Way of Ventura County
United Way, Other, United Way
of Central Maryland
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 April:

Individuals
Abbey Family
Carol Barcellos
Maurice & Carol Bickford
Micah Brogdin
Mary Cathcart
Wayne & Vicki Galler
Les Goldberg

Christy Grauley
Ruth Hampton
Howard & Irene Level
Sylvia Mack
Tammy O’Neil
Mercy Sanchez
George & Eleanor Tillquist
Leonard & Marsha Weber

Churches & Organizations
College United Methodist 

Church
Commission on Human 

Concerns of Ventura
Community of Christ Church
CVS Pharmacy, Agoura Hills
CVS Pharmacy, Reseda
Delta Theta Tau Omicron Tau 

Chapter
Eastminster Presbyterian 

Church
First Baptist Church of Ventura
First United Methodist Church 

of Ventura
First United Methodist Church 

of Ventura, Joyful Fellowship
FOOD Share
Friends of the Library
Peet’s Coffee House
Pythian Sisters
San Buenaventura Women’s 

Club
St. Paul’s Episcopal Church of 

Ventura
Starbucks
Temple Beth Torah
Trader Joe’s
Unitarian Universalist Church
Ventura Missionary Church
Ventura Suburban Kiwanis Club
Vons, Harbor Blvd.
Vons, Telegraph Rd.
Vons, Thompson Blvd.

NewsletterLayout
Ellen Pearson

Thank You to Supporters of Project Understanding



Rheto-Rick

On the Danger
of Political 
“Bedfellows”
By Rick Pearson
Executive Director

The two events were separat-
ed by a week, a continent,

and a theological chasm but
they made the same point in my
mind.

The first event was the visit
of Pope Benedict XVI to Brazil
on May 9. The other was the
death of Rev. Jerry Falwell on
May 15.

On the surface they would
seem to have little connection,
but bear with me.

On the day before the
Pope’s visit I heard an article on
Morning Edition that recounted
a clash more than 20 years ago
between Cardinal Ratzinger
(who became Pope Benedict),
and Brazil's leading liberation
theologian, Leonardo Boff.

Ratzinger believed that
Boff’s theology equated
Christianity with Marxism. 

When speaking of the cen-
tral tenet of liberation theology,
Boff says, “The opposite of
poverty is not wealth — it is
justice. And the objective of 
liberation theology is to create a
more just society, not neces-
sarily a wealthier one.” But in
their efforts to create a more
just society, liberation theolo-
gians have often worked politi-
cally with those whose motiva-
tions are not Christian and
sometimes not even just.

At the same time that Boff
was being accused of being too
political an American clergy-
man was also wedding theology
and politics half a world away.

Jerry Falwell, who in the
1960s had preached that pastors
should stay out of politics, was
the head of an overtly political
organization called the Moral
Majority which was melding
conservative Christian theology
and conservative politics.

While mixing any theology
with any system of politics is
dangerous, it is always easier to
see the error  when the theology
and politics in question are
opposed to my own.

It is much harder to see the
See Bedfellows, Page 5
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