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2008 Dan Stevens
Shalom Award
Goes to Nelsons

The Board of Directors of
Project Understanding is

pleased to announce that Lynn
and Virgil Nelson are the 2008
recipients of the Dan Stevens
Shalom Award.

The Dan Stevens Shalom
Award was created in 2002 to
honor the ministry and work of
the Rev. Dan Stevens, who had
been the pastor of Eastminster

Presbyterian
Church for
more than twen-
ty-five years. 

The award
is presented
annually to 
residents of
Ventura County
who have posi-
tively impacted
the community
(either locally
or globally) in
the areas of
peace and
social justice.

Virgil and
Lynn Nelson
are no strang-
ers to longtime
supporters of
Project Under-
standing. 

Virgil was

the executive director of
Project Understanding from its
incorporation in 1977 through
1985. He was also instrumen-
tal in the creation of FOOD
Share, the Ventura County
food bank and in the creation
of the local affiliate of Habitat
for Humanity — the first such
affiliate in the state of
California.

Lynn was the driving force
behind the creation of the
tutoring program and served as
its volunteer coordinator for
several years and later as the
paid staff coordinator. She also
worked tirelessly on many
issues concerning the Ventura
Avenue area of Ventura, most
notably the effort to keep the
Avenue branch library open in
the face of budget cuts.

In 1998, the Nelsons left
Ventura to serve as missionar-
ies in the Democratic Republic
of Congo, even choosing to
return to their post when civil
war made such service danger-
ous. They worked in the areas
of training pastors, literacy and
economic development.

Now retiring from active
service as missionaries they
have returned to their home in
Ventura. Project Understanding
is happy to welcome them
home and to recognize their
years of service to peace and
justice issues with the 2008
Dan Stevens Shalom Award. u
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“Lord, When Did
We See You
Hungry and Feed
You?”
By Randy Ringen
Food Pantry Coordinator

When I first started my job
as pantry coordinator in

December 2007, one of my
thoughts was, “This isn’t such a
hard job.” Sure, I was learning
what and what not to do, which
is always a bit stressful. But
how could I go wrong at this
position, what with all the food
that was being delivered almost
daily, more than enough to keep
up with the demands of clients
looking to make ends meet dur-
ing the holidays. The pantries
were full, and when shelves
started looking bare, another
delivery from another church,
company, agency, or individual
would make up for it, and more.
Life in December for a pantry
head is good! 

Of course, I knew this was
too good to be true; December
is the month when there is the
most giving in the United
States, both for religious and tax
reasons. And sure enough, by
March 2008 the bounty of
December had led to famine.
The pantries were almost bare,
the freezers and refrigerators

See Lord, Page 2
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2were often half empty or less
than half full and more, and I
was anxious about how I was
going to feed all these hungry
people. What was I to do? 

One thing I have learned,
and one attitude that I started
out with when I took this job, is
that I can’t do it alone. Further,
when you realize that there is
one who can do it, you give the
job to him, and the glory. And
God has come through. 

Whenever things have
looked bleak, like in early
March, the pantry has received
an infusion of food, such as the
Boy Scout Food Drive that
month that brought in over
6,000 food items. 

Another drive that came in
the nick of time was the May
Letter Carriers Food Drive; and
a substantial donation from
Thrivent Financial Service in
July helped carry us until late
August. These and other dona-
tions, including regular dona-
tions from our most faithful
churches and individuals, and
occasional, yet needed, contri-
butions from others, have given
the food pantry the periodic
shots in the arm we have need-
ed to continue with our work.
God has been good, and faithful
through the Ventura community,
and the hungry are being fed. 

And there are a lot of hun-
gry people. There was a 16%
increase in fiscal year 2007-08
from the pervious year in the
number of number of people
served. California is hurting
from the combination of high
unemployment and high prices.
The pantry is always seeing
many new people at our door, as
well as those who haven’t used

our services in years. They
come looking for a break, some
food that they otherwise could-
n’t afford after paying for gas
and rent. Only about 10% of
those who come to the pantry
are homeless; the rest are work-
ing poor and, increasingly, the
middle class. Many economists
predict that conditions will get
worse before they get better,
and that means more people at
the pantry. God is working, and
working through us to meet
these needs. So, what are we to
do? 

A job like this requires a lot
of work on my part, more than I
could do by myself. Fortunately,
I’ve been helped by many,
many volunteers. They have
been most useful during the
times when we give out food,
but they have helped me in my
other duties, such as collecting
food, stocking, and even clean-
ing up the messes I make. 

Space does not allow me to
list all those who have helped
out. But I would like to single
out a few people. First, Kathy
Mack and Marly Weisheit, who
did an outstanding job as volun-
teers running the pantry during
the months before I took the
job. They showed me the ins
and outs of the job when I first
started. I also want to thank
Frank Maggio, my “rock,” who
has volunteered to hand out
food for more days than anyone
else while I’ve been here, and
who has also given much food
himself. Linda Patton has come
in nearly every Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday to help
stock shelves and take in deliv-
eries, and always had the pantry
set up when I came to work. 

And to the many people
who have picked up food early
in the morning from Vons and

Trader Joe’s to deliver to
Project Understanding, I thank
you for your selfless service and
your trucks, vans, and SUVs!
Without you, and all the others
who have served here, from just
an hour to many months, the
pantry could not function. You
have my full gratitude. 

It’s been almost a year that
I’ve been at this job. Sometime
I have felt down, that I wasn’t
doing enough, or that I couldn’t
do enough to make a difference.
Other times I have felt pride at
my accomplishments without
giving enough credit to God and
others. All the while, Focus on
Food has remained open, and its
mission to needy continues. Let
God be praised for his good-
ness, and let us continue to help
His creation, as they are, in
their need. u

The Satisfaction
of Service
By Frank Maggio
Food Pantry Volunteer

Reading is one of my most
enjoyable pastimes. My

bookshelves are full of books
by my favorite authors. Upon
retirement, I assumed that I
would have all the time I need-
ed to keep up with current
events and to read. That was
before I realized that one of my
driving character traits (some
call them spiritual gifts) is 
service: service to my church,
service to my community, and
service to causes that strike me
as providing significant help to
others. That need to be of ser-
vice led me to be a volunteer at
the donation center for a retail
operation that supported the

2

Lord
Continued From Page 1

See Satisfaction, Page 3



efforts of a battered women’s
program in the Houston area.
There is a great deal of satisfac-
tion in seeing a simple donation
of clothes, household items,
books and every other thing
imaginable turn into dollars that
can provide shelter for battered
women and their families, and
that can provide them the means
— and the living facilities — to
start their lives over without the

fear of daily verbal and physical
abuse. I eventually served on
the board of the Montgomery
County (Texas) Women’s
Center and participated in a
number of committees.

Then my wife and I decided
to move to Ventura to be closer
to our children — and, if the
truth be known, closer to our
grandchildren. Becoming affili -
ated with a church (Trinity
Lutheran) in Ventura was not a
problem. Service opportunities
abound in and around a church.
It was Johnston, a very active
member of Trinity Lutheran,
who told my wife about a need
in the food pantry at Project
Understanding. Why not? I

walked in, signed up, and went
to work, if you can call it that.

For me, it is the opportuni-
ty, and the resultant satisfaction,
I had been searching for to ful-
fill my yen for service. Anyone
who participates in this type of
service knows that it is done not
entirely for your own self-
fulfillment, but also for the
understanding that a little time
and effort on your own part can
be parleyed into a tremendous
impact on the life of others who
have so little to begin with.
Recently, one of our voucher
holders, who was picking up
groceries for a family of seven,
remarked that she would take
anything that we could give her.
“I can cook and can make a
meal from just about anything.”
Another person picking up for a
large family expressed her des-
peration this way:”We are liter-
ally starving and we will take
anything you can give us.” 

Notice the use of the phrase
“anything you can give us!!”
Don’t all us volunteers wish that
we had the resources of a food
warehouse at our backs and that
we could load up a pickup with
foodstuffs and others items for
these families?

But that is not the case. We
are limited by the donations of
money and food that come from
churches and civic organizations
to fulfill the needs of these fam-
ilies. This is probably the reason
that almost all the volunteers
who show up during the week
come into the pantry bearing
shopping bags of beans or pasta
or soup. “Just happened to be at
the store and remembered that
we needed some of these for
our shelves,” or “I was at our
church and someone brought in
these items.” These volunteers
give of their time, their

resources, and their hearts in
service to others. Where would
we be without them? No need
to respond to that question —
we all know the answer. There
would be no Project
Understanding.

Volunteers keep the doors
of our nonprofit organizations
open and allow those groups to
provide the very necessary com-
munity services for the home-
less, the single mom with
mouths to feed, and the strata of
society made up of people who
have jobs, but, in this economic
downturn, do not make enough
to buy gas, pay the rent, and
still buy groceries. This service
at Project Understanding can be
gut-wrenching and sad at times,
an opportunity for pause to con-
sider “There but by the grace of
God go I,” but it is always ful-
filling and rewarding. u

Incr eased Pantry
Use Means More
Food Needed
By Randy Ringen
Food Pantry Coordinator

Have you ever been unem-
ployed? Have you ever, for

no fault of your own, been
thrown off the payroll and into a
deep funk? Or perhaps you have
experienced having not enough
money and too much debt?

Then you understand the
situation many Californians find
themselves in now. This past
August, the Project Understand-
ing food pantry gave food to
1,084 people, an all-time record
that probably will be broken
soon. California is hurting, and
we see it daily.
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Frank Maggio, Food Pantry 
volunteer , bags Pantry groceries.
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Hon. Melinda Johnson (retired)
President

Judy Alexandre
Vice-President

Dolores “De De” Taylor
Secretary

Tom Hallock
Treasurer

Kar en Campbell

Dorothy Prairie

Dave Schulze

Jerry Schwartz

Mar y L. Watson

Dale Watson

Staff
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Rick Pearson 
Executive Director

Regina Fitz-Gerald
Housing Case Manager

Todd Goehner
Client Services Manager

Jim Grimes 
SARAH Coordinator

Maria Holmen
Business Manager

Gloria Lewis
Business Clerical Support

Randy Ringen 
Pantry Coordinator

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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Truth is, Project Under-
standing needs your help. We
need canned dry food of any
kind, but especially tuna, pasta,
soup, beans, and tomato sauce.
Of course, we’ll take just about
whatever you give us, though
there hasn’t been too much
demand for canned octopus,
caterpillars, or buffalo meat 
(all recent donations!). Fresh
vegetables and fruits are also
welcome, and we’ll take those
extra sacks of avocados and
oranges whenever you want to
unload them.

It’s hard to ask for dona-
tions of food when times are
tough and the donors are them-
selves often struggling. When
the long-term economic outlook
looks bad, givers tend, justifi-
ably, to focus on taking care of
their own situation. For others,
“donor fatigue” sets in, a
response to the seemingly end-
less hardship of so many, which
seems to get worse with time,
never better. It’s often true that
when you find yourself in a bad
situation and need, others are
just as bad off as you.

Though I’ve been here less
than a year, I can say that
despite these obstacles, I’m
impressed with the generosity
of the local community and how
people respond to calls for sup-
port. Timely gifts have made all
the difference in the pantry,
even the smallest. And any gift,
even the smallest, is welcome.
So I thank you for your gen-
erosity in the past, and please
consider Project Understanding
when you feel able and moved
to help out the many who are
looking for some help in these
needy times. u

Frequently Asked
Questions About
the Pantry
What Is the Project Under-
standing Focus on Food
Pantry?

A place and means by
which people in need may
receive much needed food items
for their families. Anyone,
regardless of their position in
life, can use our facilities when
they find themselves in a tight
situation.

How Often Can I Come for
Food?

A person can receive food
from the pantry proper six times
a year. This is where most of
the food is located, such as
canned goods, sweets, fresh
vegetables, etc. 

There is free food in the
“outer” pantry, such as bread
and vegetables, which is avail-
able to anyone whether they
have a voucher or not.

How Much Food Do You Give
and What Kinds?

It varies according to avail-
ability, but we try to give at
least three-day’s worth of food.
Usually, it’s more than that.

We give canned goods, such
as beans, tuna, corn, juice, soup,
and other items. We also hand
out fresh fruits and vegetables,
sliced bread, and pies, cakes,
muffins, and other sweets.

What Does the Pantry Need?
Donations and volunteers.

We need people, not only to
hand out food, but also in sup-
port tasks, such as stocking
shelves and double bagging.
And of course, in this time of
great need, we always need

food donations, as well as bags,
toiletries, and other necessities.

Do You Serve Mostly the
Homeless?

Actually no. Only 10% of
the people to whom we give
food qualify as homeless. Most
are working poor or unem-
ployed, yet have housing. High
unemployment and high prices
force many to come to us and
we gladly help them.

How Can I Help?
For more information, con-

tact the pantry coordinator,
Randy Ringen, at 652-1326. u
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have never heard of Mel Didier.
But in a very real sense, those
images of Kirk Gibson were
made possible by the unknown
toil of Mel Didier.

The words of the announc-
ers who called that game have
become almost as well known
as the home run itself. Jack
Buck said, “I don’t believe what
I just saw,” and Vin Scully said,
“In a year that has been so
improbable, the impossible has
happened!”

As a fifty-year Dodger fan,
those images and words still
give me goose bumps. But now
I can’t see or hear them without
thinking of the selfless dedica-
tion of Mel Didier that made it
possible.

The volunteers here at
Project Understanding are all
Mel Didiers. They toil tirelessly
and anonymously. You will not
see their pictures on Sports-
Center on ESPN. But let me
assure you, to the people who
come to Project Understanding
for help, they are all heroes. u

Preparing
Continued From Page 8
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Thank you to the following peo-
ple and groups who contributed
cash to ourprogram during the
month of August:

Individuals
Judy Alexandre
William & Dorothy Asano
Roy & Mary Lou Ash
Marion Baranowski
Howard & Linda Bolinger
Barbara Born
Jeffrey Brackett & Miriam 

Arichea
Gordon & Barbara Broberg
John Broms, M.D.
Bill & Loretta Burton
Jimmy & Linda Bushong
Daniel & Sheila Calabro
Robert & Elaine Castle
Naomi Claypool Fowler
Austin & Mary Jo Coe
Matthew & Lillian Collins
Shirley Cozzens
Helen Crouch
Harriet Curry
Herbert Curtis
Sally DeLong
Fabien & Jean Dufau
Charles & Martha Dugan
Charles & Margaret Dunn
Lisa Edwards & Bill Meyer
Barbara Eggert
Ghanim & Lucille Elias
James & Lelita Emch
Fred & Martha Engle
Robert & Lynne Farrow
Joe & Kim Fiano
Kenneth & Deirdra Finning
Betty Fiorentine
William & Beverly Flothmeier
Edris Fowkes
Sue Ellen Fowler
Judy Friedland
Warren & Leilani Glaser
Mark & Janet Goldenson
Clyde & Mabel Gorden
Penny Grady
Iris Gruwell
Christoph & Loren Haar
Ronald & Pickens Halt
Mary Hamilton

Kay Hannah
Ivan Harkey
Betty Harris
Richard & Linda Hatcher
Jane Helm
Carol Hertel
Harriet Hillam
William & Pauline Hinds
Waldi Holloway
Charles & Vicky Holmstrom
Ronald & Barbara Hudoba
Norman & Marilee Hudson
JoAnn Jackley
Craig & Donna Johnson
Jay & Mindy Johnson
Gwen Jones & Andrew Koenig
David & Ruth Kille
Eunice Koch
Richard & Sue Komorowski
Edward & Susan Lacey
Constance Laferriere
Bill Lansing
Byron & Irene Lawler
Barry & Kathy Lewis
Warren & Lucille Lewis
Gloria Lewis
Douglas & Patricia Lochner
Kenneth & Laura Locken
Laura Longwill
Robert & Marina Lunche
Gary Lundquist
Don & Lucy Lyman
Donald & Barbara MacDonald
Miguel Madril
Jacqueline Manley
John & Frances Marshall
Shane & Wendy Matthews
Tom & Florence McInally
Raymond & Katharine McLean
Leo Meyer
Dennis & Deirdre Mitchell
Evalena Mitterer
Byron & Laura Moline
Alfred Mottola
Jean Nussman
Douglas & Diane Off
Susan Olson
Joe & Lu Parr
Mason & Carolyn Parrish
Nicholas & Nita Perkins
John & Anna Powell
Dorothy Prairie

Tom & Pamela Prinz
Duane Rodgers
Mary Samis
Louis & Susan Samonsky
Salvatore & Mary Saputo
Roberta Schoenherr
Dave Schulze
Allan & Julianne Schulze
Dorothy Schupbach
Robert & Mary Scott
Ira & Esther Sorkin
Joanne Stone
Renee & Lonnie Sutton
Dolores Taylor
Robert & Kathie Tobias
Charles & Dorothy Tubbs
Daniel & Joanne Wakelee
Mary Jane Wallace
Dale & Mary Watson
Robert & Hope Williamson
Donnet & Phyllis Wilt
John & Paulina Wolfe

In memory of:
Ethel Marie Feyma

Given by:
Mason & Carolyn Parrish

In memory of:
George & Scott Kukuchek

Given by:
Echo Kukuchek

In memory of:
Hope Pearson

Given by:
Kenneth & Katherine Ellis
Shernaz Engineer

In honor of:
Les & Judy Vielbig

Given by:
Bruce & Signe Smale

In honor of:
Melinda Johnson

Given by:
John Broms, M.D.

Thank You to Supporters of Project Understanding
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In memory of:
Meredith Loree

Given by:
Margaret O’Malley
John & Anna Powell

In honor of:
Project Understanding

Given by:
Candy & Paul Gooding

In memory of:
Warren Lovingfoss

Given by:
Donald & Natalie Meisner

Churches & Organizations
A Touch of Love Foundation
Church of Christ of Ventura
Church of the Foothills
Church World Service, Inc., 

Oxnard Crop Walk
County of Ventura
Eastminster Presbyterian 

Church
Live Oak Christian Fellowship
North Oxnard United Methodist 

Church, United Methodist 
Women

St. Paul’s Episcopal Church of 
Ventura

United Way, Other, United Way/
Edison International

United Way, Other, Wellpoint 
Foundation

Ventura County Criminal 
Defense Bar

Thank you to the following 
people and groups who con-
tributed food and other items 
to our program during the
month of August:

Individuals
Anonymous
Renee Castro
B. Dean
Les Goldberg
Jessica Goldman
Candy & Paul Gooding

Ruth Hampton
Jeff Hass
Kevin & Sharon Krumdieck
Sylvia Mack
Frank & Dianne Maggio
Samuel & Barbara Marsh
Art & Jean Marshall
Kent & Farion Pearce
Bruce & Signe Smale
Jade Smith
Howard & Linda Young

Churches & Organizations
Church of the Foothills
College United Methodist Church
Community Action of Ventura 

County
Community of Christ Church
Community Presbyterian Church
Delta Kappa Gamma/Ventura 

Chapter
Eastminster Presbyterian Church
First United Methodist Church of 

Ventura
FOOD Share
Grace Lutheran Church
Kentucky Fried Chicken
La Mariposa School
Matilija Bottled Water
National Charity League
Soroptimist International of 

Ventura
St. Paul’s Episcopal Church of 

Ventura
Starbucks
Trader Joe’s
Trinity Lutheran Church
Unitarian Universalist Church
USDA
Ventura Center for Spiritual 

Living
Ventura Missionary Church
Vons, Thompson Blvd.

NewsletterLayout
Ellen Pearson

Thank You to Supporters of Project Understanding

Sustaining 
Donors 

Sustaining donors are those
who make a single gift of

$1,000 or more. To show our
appreciation for their support,
they are listed here for twelve
months: 

Roy & Mary Lou Ash
Edward & Jill Banman 
Judith Chamberlin
Malinda Chouinard-Pennoyer 

& Yvon Chouinard 
Austin & Mary Jo Coe 
William Corkins & Diane 

Federle 
Peter & Diane Dowler
Ray & Sue Ellison
Mark & Janet Goldenson 
Richard & Linda Hatcher
Jeffrey & Debra Hill
Harriet Hillam
Shelley Jones Kearney 

Family Fund
Echo Kukuchek 
Aurora Loss
Ada Lovingfoss 
Evea Merrick 
Virgil & Lynn Nelson
Leah Ohse 
Richard & Ellen Pearson 
Robert & Lupe Piros
Gretchen Schaffner & Alex 

Reid
John & Dorothy Sinjem
Fred & Barbara Tomblin
Arnold & Joan Travis
Eric & Shonda Vielbig
Les & Judy Vielbig
Marion Ward
James & Marilyn Williams
Robert Willis
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Preparing to 
Be Heroes
By Rick Pearson
Executive Director

October 15th will be the
twentieth anniversary of

Kirk Gibson’s dramatic home
run in the first game of the 1988
World Series. Even casual fans
will remember the images of
Gibson hobbling around the
bases as he pumped his fist in
the air.

Gibson’s legs were so bad
that he was not even introduced
at the beginning of the game.
But in the ninth inning with two
outs and a runner on first and
the Dodgers down by a run, he
came to the plate and the crowd

went wild. Then after two fee-
ble swings Gibson worked the
count to 3 and 2. Gibson hit the
next pitch over the right field
wall to win the game.

Gibson has said many times
that when the count reached 3
and 2 he remembered a scouting
report by Dodger scout Mel
Didier that said, if pitcher
Dennis Eckersley had a 3 and 2
count against a left-handed bat-
ter he would definitely throw a
back-door slider. That is the
pitch Eckersley indeed threw
and Gibson hit.

Didier knew because he had
spent countless hours watching
the Oakland A’s pitcher and
studying videotape.

Gibson’s single historic
moment and sports immortality
were made possible by days and
days of anonymous work on the
part of Mel Didier.

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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We live in a society that
loves to create and worship
heroes. I am sure that a large
percentage of the people reading
these words can remember see-
ing the image of Kirk Gibson
many times over the past twenty
years. I would guess that most
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