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This issue of the Project
Understanding News serves

as the agency’s annual report for
the program year 2003-2004.
Inside you will find pictures and
articles about all of the pro-
grams offered by Project
Understanding. To all of our
faithful donors and volunteers
we offer our deepest thanks for
making all of these services
possible. u

N EWS
PROJECT

UNDERSTANDING

2004 Stevens
Shalom Award
Goes to Cathy
Brudnicki

The Project Understanding
board of directors is pleased

to announce that the 2004 recip-
ient of the Dan Stevens Shalom
Award is Cathy Brudnicki.

The Dan Stevens Shalom
Award was created in 2002 to
honor the ministry and work of
the Rev. Dan
Stevens who
was the pastor
of Eastminster
Presbyterian
Church for
more than 25
years. The award recognizes the
work of an individual who has
championed peace, justice, and
reconciliation in Ventura
County.

Cathy Brudnicki certainly
meets that criterion. She has
worked tirelessly for decades to
help those in need in Ventura
County. During the 1980s, while
general manager of the
Mervyn’s store in Ventura, she
became involved in the United
Way of Ventura County. She
was asked to serve on the
United Way board of directors
and served there for more than
ten years until 1997. She is still
active in United Way activities.

She is perhaps best known

in the county for her work in the
areas of housing and homeless-
ness. In 1993 she joined the
Ventura County Homeless and
Housing Coalition. During the
last decade she has served a
number of terms as president of
the board — a position she 
currently holds.

During her tenure, the coali-
tion produced the Regional Plan
on Homelessness for Ventura
County in 1996. This blueprint
document has been updated sev-
eral times and is still quoted
widely. She has also been
instrumental in the creation of
the Designated Local Board and
the Continuum of Care process
which help bring millions of
state and federal dollars into
Ventura County.

Cathy is an active Roman
Catholic layperson in her parish
in the Conejo Valley. Last year
she was chosen as a delegate
first from her parish and then
from the Santa Barbara region
to the Archdiocesan Synod of
Los Angeles. This Synod was
called by Cardinal Mahoney to
direct spiritual revitalization and
pastoral planning for the next 20
years. This was the first Synod
to include laity as delegates.

Last year Cathy was one of
five recipients of the Jefferson
Award in Ventura County. The
Jefferson Award recognizes
individuals who volunteer their
time and efforts doing extraordi-
nary things in the community
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without expectation of recogni-
tion or reward.

Terrie Andrade, deputy
director of the Housing
Authority of San Buenaventura,
is a member of the board of the
Homeless and Housing
Coalition and a former member
of the Project Understanding
board of directors. She has
worked closely with Cathy for
many years. When told that
Cathy is this year’s Stevens
Shalom Award recipient, Terrie
said, “I have so much admira-
tion for Cathy’s commitment to
our community — in terms of
time, energy and passion. I con-
sider her friendship a privilege
and a blessing.

Project Understanding is
proud to recognize Cathy Brud-
nicki as the 2004 Dan Stevens
Shalom Award recipient. u



Many Faces of
Transition House
By Regina Fitz-Gerald
Housing Case Manager

Transition House — what
does that mean to the fami-

lies that come to stay with us?
A place to
live, you
may think,
or a new
start for the
family, and I
am sure you
could come
up with
many more. 

The
truth is
Transition
House is a

place to stay, and a new start,
but most of all the success of a
homeless family is from the
support they receive. This does
not just mean monetary support.
It means to take each family as
an individual and examine what
has brought them to the point of
homelessness. There are many
reasons for homelessness as you
will be able to see by the two
following families.

Mother of Thr ee Studies 
to Become a Teacher

Family number one is a
mother with three children. She
had been living with her mother

and her
mother was
being relo-
cated to
Arizona.
She could
not afford
the rents
here in the
area and
did not
know how

she was going to finish school
without the help she had
received from her mom. She
was working but it was just not
enough to support herself and
three children. She found her
way to Project Understanding. 

Her family was chosen for
the program. She has continued
to go to school and work. She
now is in a program at Cal
Lutheran to receive her master’s
and teacher credential in a year
and a half. Homelessness is not
usually a choice. It is not
because you are not trying to
better your life.

Mother of Two Works Toward
Becoming an RN

Another mother at
Transition House found herself
homeless after she parted from
her home she shared with her
daughter’s father. She has two
children and at that time had no
where to go and no family in
the state to help her. Frightened
and scared for her family she
came into the doors of Project
Understanding to apply for the
Transition House. 

With much hope in her
heart just as she had when she
entered this country from El
Salvador she was accepted into
Transition House. She has
worked very hard while she has
been at Transition House. She
graduated top in her class with
honors at Ventura College. She
now is doing the RN program at
Ventura College. This is a very
intense program with many
demands on her and her family. 

She has never given up or
let her school work get behind.
She has applied for scholarships
that we hope will help with next
year’s schooling and maybe a
little this year. Her desire to be
a nurse has never wavered. She

has stated that she is so glad to
have a home for her family that
is so beautiful and safe for her-
self and her children.

There are many more 
stories to tell. Most of the fami-
lies that have gone through
Transition House have gone on
to continue to be successful and
viable families in our communi-
ty. We have even received a
contribution this past month
from one of our past graduates.
The success of these families is
done with much care and contri-
butions by caring people like
you. Thank you from all our
families at Transition House. u

Pantry Serves
14,545 People
By Lisa Lee
Food Pantry Coordinator

Did you know that during
this fiscal year alone we

served 14,545 people at our
Food Pantry? Did you also
know that your donations and
time volunteered make this 
possible? 

Every year we get hundreds
of donations, but a lot of the
time, more is needed. Volun-
teers are also a need. Our pantry
is open Monday, Wednesday,
and Friday, from 10 a.m. to 12
noon, however, those who want
to donate their time whenever
they can, just let me know. You
are the reason this program
works; you make a huge differ-
ence in the community.  

If you are interested in
donating food or time, please
give me a call (652-1326). Let’s
feed one hungry family at a
time together. Thank you all for
your help and support. u
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Food Pantry volunteers organize 
the food for distribution.

A Transition House family at the
Pumpkin Patch.



Tutoring Reaches
Over 200 Students
By Marcia Wakelee
Tutoring Coordinator

L incoln School is a cosmo-
politan place, serving 

children who have come from
many different countries. A
fourth grader from Lithuania
was one of our tutoring students
last year. Her teacher comment-
ed, “Dottie (the tutor) integrated
math and language skills into
many fun activities, and they
both had a great time during
their hour together. It really
helped to improve her language
skills!”

We are a free, after-school
tutoring program for low-
income students in kindergarten
through eighth grade. Children
are referred by their teachers
because they are struggling in
some area of their school work.
Volunteer tutors and students
work together for an hour each
week at one of our five tutoring
centers in Ventura and Oxnard.
Our targeted students come
from families who do not have
resources to provide the help
that their children need with
their studies. 

Last year we served well
over 200 students, and the year
ended with 206 students and
184 tutors, working on home-
work and basic academic skills.
As the students improved
scholastically, they also grew in
motivation and self-esteem.

Our goal is to bring children
up to grade level, so they no
longer need tutoring. Last
spring, 15 Oxnard students had
improved so much that they
were at grade level, and they
“graduated” from the program.
Congratulations to these hard-
working students and their

tutors!
Some of our students come

from homes where English is
not spoken, and many parents
feel the need to learn English.
Adult ESL(English as a Second
Language) classes were started
at the Avenue and Eastminster
Centers, and were eagerly
received. Three volunteer teach-
ers provided this instruction.

Tutors come in all varieties,
including high school students,
busy homemakers, employed
people who tutor after a full day
at work, plus retired folks and
senior citizens.  All have a love
of children and a strong interest
in helping them learn. Last year
we were blessed with many
high school students who
tutored. These tutors came 
from Ventura, Buena, Foothill
Technology, St. Bonaventure
and Oxnard high schools. Many
thanks to all who found an extra
hour in their week to spend with
a needy student.

Waiting lists are common at
our centers because there are
never enough tutors to serve all
the children who are referred. If
you enjoy working with chil-
dren, and can commit one hour
a week, we need your help. For
more information, call Project
Understanding at 652-1326 and
ask for Marcia. u

Clients Receive
Assistance With
Rental Needs
By Regina Fitz-Gerald
Housing Case Manager

The past fiscal year was very
busy helping many families

with rental needs. The increase
in rents in Ventura County has
meant that we are able to help

fewer families. Our funding just
doesn’t go as far. We assisted 50
families with either eviction
prevention or first time rental
assistance. This is all possible
with monies from Emergency
Eastminster Presbyterian
Church, Emergency Shelter
Grant Program
(ESGP), and
Emergency
Food and Shel-
ter Program
(EFSP). It is
never enough,
but we try to
help as many
as possible.

One family came to us in
need of monies to move into a
new home. They had lived in
their present home for two
years. It was in much need of
repairs and the landlord finally
had to make the repairs because
it was not safe for his tenants.
They were given a 30-day
notice. They found a new place
to move, but they did not have
the deposit to put down. They
asked their old landlord if they
could get their deposit back
sooner than the 21 days
required by law. He told them
no. This family struggles every
month to make it. The
father has been disabled
off and on and mom has
always worked full time.
Dad had just gone back to
his self-employed job
which allows him to rest
when he needs to. Mom
was working full time and
was looking for a part-
time job because she knew
they needed to come up
with some money to help with
the deposit or rent. They found
their way to Project
Understanding and asked for
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See Rental Needs, Page 6

Tutor Dallas Woodburn (L) reads
with student, Ulysses Ramirez. 

Housing case manager,
Regina Fitz-Gerald,
helps clients solve

rental needs.
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“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 individual local churches 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.

Ventura County Hunger Coalition
A network of church and community-based groups and individuals

committed to eliminating domestic and world hunger through communica-
tions, advocacy, networking, education, and action.

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.

Emergency Shelter
Project Understanding is working with a coalition of interested 

agencies and individuals to provide year-round emergency shelter 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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God
We are people of faith who believe in the God

revealed in the Scriptures. In all that we do, we
are endeavoring to respond to God in our lives. 
(Genesis 1:1) (John 1:1-5).

Loving Neighbor
All those whom we meet are our neighbors

and we are commanded by God to love our 
neighbors as ourselves. (Leviticus 19:18) 
(Matthew 12:28-31).

Justice
In Biblical terms, justice means protecting the

weak from exploitation and the poor from oppres-
sion. Project Understanding seeks to speak God’s
word of justice on behalf of those who have no
voice. (Psalm 72:12-14) (Jeremiah 22:3-4) 
(Amos 5:24) (Luke 1:50-53) (Matthew 25:38-40).

Compassion
The needs of others stir in us — not pity —

but the awareness of the blessings we possess.
Compassion grows not from condescension, but
from empathy — a feeling of being at one with
the needs of others. (Isaiah 54:10) (Matthew 9:36)
(Luke 10:29-37) (James 5:11).

Mercy
God treats us with mercy, so we must act 

mercifully towards others. (Psalm 51:1) 
(Psalm 26:6) (Matthew 5:7) (Romans 9:16)
(1Peter 2: 9-10) (John 8:1-11).

Dignity
A person’s dignity is a gift of God bestowed 

at birth — not a measure of one’s wealth or
importance in society. Project Understanding will
treat all people with dignity and respect. 
(Genesis 1:26) (James 2:1-7).

Generosity 
(Of time and resources)

All are givers and all are receivers, but we 
are measured more by what we give than by what
we receive. Project Understanding encourages
generosity of time and resources from all who
enter our doors. (Exodus 35:5) 
(Deuteronomy 15:8-11) (Acts 20:35) 
(2 Corinthians 9:11-12).

Service
We believe that God tells us to serve rather

than to be served. Service is our response to the
love God has already shown to us. 
(Matthew. 20:26-28).

Breaking Down Barriers
All barriers of wealth, status, ethnicity or

social standing are artificially imposed and divide
us from one another. Our goal is to build bridges
not walls. (Psalm 133:1-3) (Ephesians 2:14-16).

Project Understanding Statement of Principles
Mission Statement

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.  

Statement of Principles

I n the Spirit of Shalom — the Biblical concept of wholeness — Project Understanding seeks to bring
wholeness and reconciliation to a broken world. Shalom means peace, but it also means justice, 

reconciliation with our neighbors, prosperity for the society (not just for some individuals), healthy minds,
bodies and spirits, and oneness with God and God’s creation. It is in this spirit that Project Understanding
affirms the following principles:
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assistance. I went through a
budget with them and verified
all of their employment, and
contacted the new landlord.
Everything was falling into
place but I just did not have
enough EFSPmoney available
to help them with the amount
they needed. Fortunately, I also
had some money available from
Eastminster. Eastminister
donates money for us to use for
rental assistance when I have a

family that does not fit the crite-
ria of my two other money
sources or when I just don’t
have enough money to provide
the help a family may need. I
drew money from Eastminster
and from EFSPand had enough
to pay their rent of $950, which
left the family with enough
money to cover their deposit.
They are still in their home and
very happy with how clean and
nicely kept up it is.

I am so thankful for the
money that Eastminster gives to
Project Understanding to help
with rental assistance. It has
really made a difference in how
I am able to help families in the
community with their rent
needs.

There are many reasons a
family may need assistance with
their rental needs. Some of them
are because a family member
becomes disabled and they have
to wait for ten working days
where they do not get any paid
benefit. Now the family has lost
two weeks of pay to which they
were not expecting. Sometimes
it is because their car needed
repair and like many of us they
are just barely making it from
week to week on they money
they make, and having any
added expense could send them
into a need they were not
expecting. This is when the
rental assistance program can be
of great help in keeping a fami-
ly in their home.

We try to help all that come
to us that are in need. Many
times a person is not just in
need of rent. They may need
food, utility assistance, a bus
token and many other items.
With all of the community help-
ing us with donations we can
meet all the needs of the needy
in Ventura. u

Over 3,000 Served
by Reception Ctr. 
By Kay Hoyt
Reception Center Coordinator

Our Reception Center has an
air of joy and relief, even

though many of the clients we
serve have lives of quiet desper-
ation. Through our doors come
families with babies, married
couples, single men and women
of all ages, all of whom are in
need of food or shelter and
someone to listen. 

Many of our clients are dis-
abled, many suffering from
emotional hurts and mental 
illness, some with problems of
addiction to alcohol or drugs.
Others have situations that
could be temporary if they can
only find a job but many are
simply unaware of the resources
available to them. 

Amidst this group is the
warm smiling face of our new
receptionist, Duvi Gonzalez.
Duvi, is a real blessing to
Project Understanding. She
speaks fluent Spanish. She is a
cancer survivor and single
mother who not only raised
three children but saw that they
all entered college and now
continues to increase her own
knowledge by attending Ventura
College. No wonder she is able
to understand and have compas-
sion for those who come
through our doors in need. But
Duvi is not the only person to
be drawn to Project Under-
standing because of firsthand
knowledge of the difficulties we
face in life.

We presently have 13 case
assistants volunteering two or
three hours a day, from one to
two days a week or month.
These volunteers are the back-

Income Statement
Fiscal Year 2003-2004

Income
United Way $ 22,223
Donations 309,066
Special Events 22,554
Interest and Dividends 506
Government Grants 174,679
Transition House Revenue    18,567
Total $547,595

Expenses
Salaries $316,429
Payroll Taxes & Benefits 40,138
Professional Fees 37,034
Office Supplies 4,291
Telephone 3,583
Postage and Shipping 1,865
Occupancy Costs 19,517
Insurance 12,411
Equipment 16,604
Printing and Copying 5,844
Agency Vehicle and Travel Expenses 5,397
Fundraising Expenses 13,031
Direct Assistance to Individuals 74,734
Miscellaneous Expenses 2,644
Interest    15,024
Total $568,746

Note: These income and expense totals
reflect cash income and disbursements only. 
In-kind donations of food provided well over
50,000 meals, and volunteers donated many
thousand hours. 

Rental Needs
Continued From Page 3

See Reception Center, Page 7



bone of the Reception Center. It
is they who make the first con-
tact with our clients through an
interview process. It is their
understanding and compassion
that will help our clients survive
the difficulties they face
whether it is a need for food,
employment, healthcare or shel-
ter. Whatever the situation, our
case assistants are trained to
locate the resources that can
best help the clients and provide
them with a food voucher for
our pantry.

Among our case assistants
are people from all walks of
life, college students, a retired
R.N., a retired advertising exec-
utive, social workers, teachers
and a man soon to be retired
from the U.S. Navy. Many have
a personal experience in their
own lives that help them under-
stand the plight of our clients.
Others feel they simply want to
give something back to the
community for the blessings
they have received throughout
their lives. Many come to us
from their churches. But 
wherever they come from and 
whatever motivated them to
volunteer, we are forever thank-
ful for the gift of their time they
have shared with us.

Over 3,000 client visits take
place at Project Understanding
each year. The majority of these
visits are made by families in
need of food and shelter. Each
client brings with them their
own individual problems, their
own personality and their own
way of dealing with these prob-
lems. In each client, we see
some of ourselves and realize
that our situations could easily
be reversed. u

SARAH Is Vital
Link in Assistance
By Renee Hall 
SARAH Coordinator

The SARAH (Simply
Arranging Real Assistance

Here) Center opens at 8 a.m.
When I arrive to open the big,
red, double doors there are
always people waiting. The
crowd can be up to 35 people.
Rain or shine. Hot or cold. They
are anxious to get in out of the
weather and have a friendly
face to say “good morning!”
The Food Pantry coordinator
sometimes provides us with
some sort of breakfast items.
Something to eat helps settle
stomachs after a night outdoors.

People come in and want to
know who Sarah is. We try to
fulfill the namesake by provid-
ing assistance to those in our
community who are truly
among the neediest. The center
is open Monday through Friday
8 a.m. until noon. We provide
showers and rest room facilities
and all the accessories such as
towels, shampoo and razors.
The center provides about 35 to
45 showers each and every day. 

The center also has two new
washing machines, which were
purchased with funds from the
Ventura County Community
Foundation Special and Urgent
Needs (SUN) Fund.

Most of the clients are 
“regulars” many of whom suffer
from alcoholism and drug
addiction, but we do get people
that are experiencing a tough
period of their lives and need a
helping hand to get going again.
It is sometimes tough enough
finding a new job but if you
don’t have a shower, clean
clothes and a place to get phone
messages and mail, a successful

job hunt is almost impossible.
SARAH provides these 
services.

SARAH could not run
effectively without our great
volunteer support. These are

folks who love to give back to
their community and find satis-
faction from helping others.

The SARAH Center has
two fellows named Jim who 
volunteer several times a week.
They make the coordinator’s job
easier by helping the clients get
needed toiletries and mail. They
also help run the showers and
fold towels. These guys are
great.

During the first nine months
of 2004 the center has provided
6,188 showers. We have provid-
ed mail service for 483 people.
A total of 824 people used the
phone (for local calls only). The
center provided for 1,064 loads
of laundry.

I want to
thank all of
the supporters, 
volunteers and
donors that
make the
SARAH
Center an
important link
in the safety
net of assis-
tance for the needy of the
Ventura area. u
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Reception Center
Continued From Page 6

SARAH staff and volunteers assist clients 
at the SARAH Center desk.

Receptionist, Duvi Gonzales, talks
with case assistant Lorena Varela.
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Would You Like
to Live in
Shuffletown?
By Rick Pearson
Executive Director

Back in September, National
Public Radio broadcast a

story on Shuffletown, North
Carolina. Until then, I had never
heard of Shuffletown, North
Carolina, and, if I hadn’t heard
that story, I probably never
would have heard of it.

That’s because Shuffletown,
North Carolina, has ceased to
exist.

Shuffletown is suffering the
fate of thousands of small towns
in this country. It is being swal-
lowed up by neighboring cities
as they expand. Shuffletown is
located about nine miles from
Charlotte. At one time it was a
town in its own right that grew
up at a ferry crossing on the
Catawba River. Once it was a
small town where everyone
knew everyone. Now it is sim-
ply Mountain Island Lake — a

suburb of Charlotte.
What caught my attention in

the story was not the fate of
Shuffletown. That is common
enough and while sad to those
who live there it did not impact
me personnally.

No, what caught my atten-
tion was the voice of one 
resident reminding me of some-
thing I never knew, or at least
never experienced.

Billy Sherrill used to be a
volunteer firefighter in
Shuffletown. When he was
asked what that had been like
he said, “You knew when the
alarm went off, it was some-
body you knew. It was not
going to be a stranger. It was
my family or Tom’s family or
Frank’s family. It was some-
body you knew.” It made a 
difference to him. You weren’t
just putting out a fire, you were
trying to save a friend’s home.

Ventura is not Shuffletown.
But maybe it should be. What a
difference if, instead of feeding
hungry strangers, we were feed-
ing Tom’s kids. What if, instead
of seeing a “homeless bum,” we
saw Mary’s son.

No, Ventura isn’t Shuffle-
town. But maybe it could be. u

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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