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By Richard Stone

A strange scene presents itself when you pass the downtown
jail on Monday or Tuesday evenings.  There’s a familiar-look-
ing soup line, but the patrons are of all sorts. Homeless people,
of course, but also bail bondsmen and jail staff, families and
friends of prisoners of all colors and classes, even your occa-
sional lawyer grabbing a quick dinner on the run.

This intermingling of social strata and ethnicites is not
accidental:it is an essential part of the project design, and a
reflection of the philosophy of Leeza and Bryan Apper, the
“godparents” of Fresno’s St. Benedict Catholic Worker House.

The Catholic Worker movement was initiated by Dorothy Day
and her associates during the Depression.  A CW “commu-
nity” is based in a physical domicile where a core family-
group can provide hospitality and safety, attention and
lovingkindness, to a few of life’s refugees. As the Appers ex-
plain, “We’re not interested in creating an institution to “solve
social problems”; we want simply to enact examples of Chris-
tian love”, bringing as it were good deeds as well as the good
word to life.

Bryan and Leeza moved to Fresno 9 years ago, after a long
apprenticeship with Catholic Worker communities and politi-
cal activism in cities including Los Angeles and Baltimore. (In
the latter, they were associated with Jonah House, home of the
Berrigans when they weren’t in jail.)

The Appers actually met as teenagers through Catholic Worker
Activities. Leeza says, “I heard about it on L.A.’s Pacifica Sta-
tion and decided to volunteer for the summer. But,” she adds,
“Bryan and I got serious some years later when we met again
working for Bobby Kennedy.”

At first their interests were more political; but dissatisfaction
with the feel of political activity led them back to the spritual
work of Catholic Worker, with its faith in the long-term effect
of Good Work. “Our most important job is to listen deeply to
people’s needs and feelings, and respond as fully, and materi-
ally, as possible. And our mission is to bring our attention
where it’s most needed, among the poor and disspirited.”

So St.Benedict’s Catholic Worker House is the Apper’s resi-
dence, where typically two to four visitors co-habit, “though
some summers we’ve had to put up tents in the yard to house

IDENTITY BOX

Primary Identity: Catholic Worker/Benedictine Spirituality, “Personalist” philosophy

Political affililation: faith-based justice, with preferential option for the poor (“prophetic, not political”

Most frequentead parts of Fresno: the jailhouse, Poverello House

Inspirations: Dorothy Day & Peter Maurin (founders of Catholic Worker movement); the Berrigans

Mottoes: No act of kindness is ever wasted (Leeza); PAX (Bryan)

Unexpected Pleasures: Composing chamber music (Bryan), movies, People magazine and Oprah
(Leeza)

Contact information:
www.sbcw.org; 559-977-3648

everyone we took in.” On my
visit, there were visible two
other adults and a few chil-
dren—I couldn’t tell whose,
and it didn’t seem to matter.
(As I interviewed Bryan and
Leeza, one of the guests—
Dulcie Miller—would inter-
rupt her family cooking to
comment on their answers,
with testimony as to the
power of their work. “I’ve
known them for years, they
found me on the street and
took me in, and taught me
to love the Bible again...By
their example, I’ve grown up
spiri tually,  emotionally,
financially...I’m back now
with my fiance looking for
an apartment, but they wel-
come me as family, the only
family I have.”)

In addition to maintaining the House, CW communities en-
gage in social justice work to protect and dignify “the poor in

spirit.” The Appers selected
serving meals at the jail as
their main project; ;but addi-
tionally they are involved in
work opposing the death pen-
alty, and protecting the
homeless.Recently (cf June C/
A) Leeza personally held off
the razing of a tent pitched
near E St—providentially sav-
ing a man who was not known
to be inside. The Appers are
grieved by the attitude they’ve
seen—especially in New Or-
leans, L.A. and Fresno—that
the City has the right to “clean
itself up” by getting rid of the
poor people as if they were
more trash. The jail project is
meant directly to contravene
that picture by creating a place
where everyone belongs and
adds to the richness of the
scene.

The Apper’s time-consuming, labor-intensive project is sup-
ported by devoted local volunteers; partnership with the Com-
munity Food Bank, Poverello House and Holy Cross Women’s
Center; staunch advocacy from Bishop Steinbock and the
Fresno Diocese; public legitimazation from Mike Rhodes and
the Community Alliance; and especially the fellowship of “Sis-
ter Houses” in California and other states. (“We pray together,
have a yearly retreat, send volunteers to each other at crucial
times.”)

Their short-term goals are to acquire a functioning truck (“Sug-
gestions anyone?), to add a Sno-cone night at the jail, and to
initiate counselling services in donated office spaces down-
town. Their vision is to serve meals every night, and have a
separate guest house “to accommodate visitors with more dig-
nity than a futon on the floor.”

To support the Appers’ work, readers can contact them to vol-
unteer, provide food or monetary donations, and/or participate
in their periodic roundtable discussions. There’s definitely
something to learn from people able to produce 10,100 meals
a year almost from thin air.

Help for Local
Non-profit Groups
The Fresno Regional Foundation recently announced the
merging of the Fresno Nonprofit Council and the Nonprofit
Advancement Center to create a new entity – the new Fresno
Nonprofit Advancement Council.

The mission of the new Fresno Nonprofit Advancement Coun-
cil is to promote, strengthen and advance the influence, pro-
fessionalism, accountability and effectiveness of nonprofit
organizations in a manner that builds their capacity to ac-
complish their missions and preserves the idealism and value
of nonprofit organizations in the Central Valley.  “The merg-
ing of these two organizations has presented such a great
opportunity for Central Valley nonprofit agencies and I am
excited to be a part of it,” said Ms.  Kate Henry, Executive
Director. “The new Fresno Nonprofit Advancement Council
provides nonprofits with the tools and information they need,

as well as gives them a unified voice through advocacy work
on issues affecting Central Valley nonprofit organizations.”

The new Fresno Area Nonprofit Advancement Council’s fa-
cility houses a comprehensive resource library and confer-
ence room for board meetings. The library boasts the most
up-to-date database in the area – continually updated ev-
ery three months – allowing nonprofit agencies to search
through a comprehensive list of all the nonprofit founda-
tions in the U.S. and learn how each foundation operates as
well as what grants they have available. The library also
contains books on a variety of topics important to nonprofits
ranging from how to start and manage a nonprofit organiza-
tion to raising funds to developing a strong board to tactics
for gathering resources and volunteers. The Fresno Area
Nonprofit Advancement Council is located at 1752 L. Street
in downtown Fresno.

For more information about the New Fresno Nonprofit Ad-For more information about the New Fresno Nonprofit Ad-For more information about the New Fresno Nonprofit Ad-For more information about the New Fresno Nonprofit Ad-For more information about the New Fresno Nonprofit Ad-
vancement Council call (559) 264-1513.vancement Council call (559) 264-1513.vancement Council call (559) 264-1513.vancement Council call (559) 264-1513.vancement Council call (559) 264-1513.
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WESTERN REGIONAL ADVOCACY
PROJECT (WRAP)

The WThe WThe WThe WThe Westeresteresteresterestern Regional Advocacy Prn Regional Advocacy Prn Regional Advocacy Prn Regional Advocacy Prn Regional Advocacy Project (WRAPoject (WRAPoject (WRAPoject (WRAPoject (WRAP, a collaboration of six community, a collaboration of six community, a collaboration of six community, a collaboration of six community, a collaboration of six community
orororororganizations in CA, OR, and Wganizations in CA, OR, and Wganizations in CA, OR, and Wganizations in CA, OR, and Wganizations in CA, OR, and WA) and the National Policy and Advocacy CouncilA) and the National Policy and Advocacy CouncilA) and the National Policy and Advocacy CouncilA) and the National Policy and Advocacy CouncilA) and the National Policy and Advocacy Council

on Homelessness (NPon Homelessness (NPon Homelessness (NPon Homelessness (NPon Homelessness (NPACH) plan to have a full rACH) plan to have a full rACH) plan to have a full rACH) plan to have a full rACH) plan to have a full reporeporeporeporeport based upon this and othert based upon this and othert based upon this and othert based upon this and othert based upon this and other
data by the end of April.data by the end of April.data by the end of April.data by the end of April.data by the end of April.

WRAP can be contacted by email at wrapsf@yahoo.com, or atWRAP can be contacted by email at wrapsf@yahoo.com, or atWRAP can be contacted by email at wrapsf@yahoo.com, or atWRAP can be contacted by email at wrapsf@yahoo.com, or atWRAP can be contacted by email at wrapsf@yahoo.com, or at
2940 16th Street, Ste. 200-2, San Francisco, CA, 941032940 16th Street, Ste. 200-2, San Francisco, CA, 941032940 16th Street, Ste. 200-2, San Francisco, CA, 941032940 16th Street, Ste. 200-2, San Francisco, CA, 941032940 16th Street, Ste. 200-2, San Francisco, CA, 94103

THE ROOT OF
HOMELESSNESS
If we have learned anything about homelessness over the past
25 years, it is that public policy based on assumptions, fear,
and paranoia about people forced to live on the streets will
never create a plan that can work.

All the recent federal plans on homelessness - FEMA emer-
gency shelter plans, HUD Continuum of Care plans (5 years)
and the 10-year plans of the Interagency Council on
Homelessness‹are based on the assumption that in the early
1980s, homelessness re-emerged in America because some-
thing was wrong with the people who were becoming home-
less.

The federal government required local commu-
nities to submit competitive applications for
federal largesse, and to show that they could
effectively address the “problems of
homelessness in America” within the grant
amounts allocated. So local governments did
just that: they formed committees; created task
forces; hired tons of consultants (we should
know, many of us served as such); and they wrote
grant after grant and plan after plan stating
how they were going to address the problem if
only the feds would give them the lion¹s share
of the money.

Plans deemed groundbreaking and effective
changed over the years as the “dysfunctional
homeless sub-group of the month” changed. But
one thing was always constant: The root of the
³problem² was blamed on the homeless people,
not on the federal government. After all, it was
the federal government‹not the homeless
people‹evaluating the proposals.

The federal government pretended‹and
legions of nonprofits and city agencies
applying for federal grants were forced
to believe‹that the $54 billion dollar
reduction in affordable housing fund-
ing over the last 25 years could now
easily be addressed with life-skills
training for homeless single mothers.
The federal government promulgated
the myth that its tax credits for compa-
nies to send blue-collar jobs overseas
could be easily offset by having wel-
fare recipients sweep streets and pick
up garbage in exchange for below-pov-
erty-level welfare assistance, so that
they will value ³giving back² to the
community.

Imagine this: suppose it wasn’t the fed-
eral government evaluating these pro-
posals to address homelessness. Let¹s
say it was your high school science
teacher. The average high school sci-
ence teacher could, in a few hours,
shred the flawed assumptions, half-
baked hypotheses, and lack of factual
evidence that comprise these weighty
and endless volumes of governmental
plans.

Therefore, in honor of high school sci-
ence teachers across America, we
present you with some facts to consider
the next time you¹re wondering,
“Where the hell did all these homeless
people come from?” Look for the com-
mon denominator amongst all these
people. If we can identify that, we can
begin to make some assumptions and
perhaps come up with a hypothesis
about the causes of and potential solu-
tions to “the problem” of homelessness.

Our government has formed a flawed hypothesis about
homelessness because, from the very outset, it has conveniently
turned a blind eye to its own role in drastically cutting federal
housing funds. Instead of looking honestly at the factors that
created an enormous shortfall of affordable housing, our gov-
ernment has simply jumped to an unscientific prejudgment of
homeless people themselves and has set out to “fix” homeless
people with counseling and micromanagement instead of ad-
dressing the nation¹s calamitous housing shortage.

Fact one: Compared to 1978, the U.S. government is currently
spending nearly 65% less on developing and maintaining

affordable housing units for poor people. ($83 billion was
appropriated in 1978, while only $29 billion was allocated in
2005.)

Fact two: Compared to 1978, the U.S. government currently
spends $84 billion more on subsidies for homeownership pro-
grams. (It spent $38 billion in 1978 on these subsidies for
middle-class and affluent homeowners versus $122 billion in
2005.)

Fact three: In 2004, 61% of all federal housing subsidies
went to households earning over $54,787 per year, while only
20% of those subsidies went to households earning less than
$18,465 annually. The 2004 federal poverty threshold for a
household of four with 2 minor children was $19,157.

Hypothesis: There is a direct correlation between the fact

that, in the late 1970s, the U.S. government made a conscious
decision to redirect expenditures for housing from rental as-
sistance for poor people to home ownership and the re-emer-
gence of homelessness in America in the early 1980s. When
President Reagan “reinvented government” by drastically
slashing assistance to the poorest of the poor, he played a
major role in reinventing homelessness so that it re-emerged
in modern America.

If our federally mandated housing and homelessness plans
(FEMA, HUD and ICH) and our locally politicized campaigns
had been focused on addressing “what created this mess,” the

ludicrous current attempts to fill a $54 billion housing hole
with a mere $1.37 billion of annual homelessness assistance
funding would have drawn ridicule long ago.

How many life skills training courses would a homeless per-
son need to take to compensate for the fact that, in the 20
years from 1983 to 2002, the U.S. government built 500,000
FEWER units of affordable housing than it did in the 7 years
from 1976-1982? How many money management classes must
a rural parent take to compensate for the 35,000 FEWER
units being built in rural America each year?

Are money management classes and life skills training good
things? Sure, why not? Is a lack of money management classes
and life skills training the cause of a re-emergence of
homelessness? Doubtful. Will money management and life
skills training‹or case management, or more outreach, or the

repressive policing of homeless people for
sleeping and living on our streets‹ever create
enough housing to make up for a $54 billion
cutback from the federal government? Hell no.

If we want to address homelessness in America,
we need to stop looking at “them” and start
looking at us. If we believe our government rep-
resents us, it’s we, the people, who must force
the federal government to create justice. What
did we (the U.S.) do to contribute to this prob-
lem and what can we (the U.S.) do to address
it? Acting in our name, the U.S. government
has chosen to redirect our housing subsidies to
homeownership; the real estate industry re-
ceives over $120 billion dollars a year towards
this goal. Acting in our name, the U.S. govern-
ment has chosen to cut $54 billion from hous-
ing assistance programs for poor people. We (as
citizens of the U.S.) KNOW that 1.3 million
children experienced homelessness in 2003.

Look at the information we present to you. Not
only do the facts invalidate the current
housing “plan” of the federal govern-
ment, they invalidate their underlying
hypothesis. A group of us‹ Western Re-
gional Advocacy Project (WRAP) -
have gathered documented data from
the U.S. government about its housing
policies. We have converted this infor-
mation, facts if you will, into easily un-
derstandable charts. Charts can give
the same information in a direct visual
way that more people can digest and
understand. They also do a hell of a
good job at cutting through the lies and
misinformation of politicians and show-
ing the real trends in our nation¹s hous-
ing policies.

The chart on this page shows that when
this nation first abandoned its commit-
ment to funding federal housing pro-
grams, it abandoned millions of home-
less people with the same stroke. Aban-
doned federal housing programs led
directly to millions of abandoned, im-
poverished Americans languishing
without housing in cities across the
nation. Something else that is just as
precious to our national identity has
also been abandoned: the very spirit of
human rights has been left by the way-
side to die of the same neglect and cal-
lous disregard. San Francisco artist Art
Hazelwood created an unforgettable
image for WRAP, “From Reagan to
Bush: For Twenty-Five years, A Spirit
of Abandon,” that graphically shows
how savage cutbacks in federal hous-
ing led to the cruel specter of count-
less Americans living on harsh and un-
forgiving streets.

Trends tend to reflect priorities and,
after three years of studying these
trends, we at WRAP feel it is the right

time for us to make a hypothesis. Our educated guess, or hy-
pothesis, is that an equal distribution of housing subsidies
from the federal government will have a dramatic impact on
alleviating homelessness in America. We also have a related
hypothesis: that an honest evaluation of corporate welfare vs.
citizen¹s welfare will show that our government urgently needs
to balance out who is getting government help before our
government decides who needs life skills training. We, the
people, must stay focused, not on promoting the corporate
“bottom line,” but on promoting “the common welfare,” as it
says in the preamble to the U.S. Constitution.


