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A ray of hope for those who are lost in the fog

12:27 PM CDT on Sunday, August 19, 2007

The time of year and the searing temperatures have had me thinking about Sabrina. 

It was just about this time last year that I noticed a blond woman had taken up residence in the downtown park outside my office window. 

Day after day, she sat alone in the park, staring blankly into space, a few overstuffed bags pulled close by, looking more and more withered by the crushing summer heat. 

When I finally approached her to see if I could offer help, it became apparent that she was utterly lost in the fog of mental illness. 

Because of that illness, and her right to refuse treatment, many valiant efforts to aid Sabrina all came to naught. I continued to see her trudge around this corner of downtown as the cold months of winter arrived. But then she disappeared. 

Sabrina forced many of us to confront for the first time the cruelty and absurdity of allowing desperately ill people to wander our streets. Many of you continue to ask me about her. And I wish I had something hopeful to report. 

But I have made inquiries and come up empty. Both on the streets and inside the state's mental health system, there is simply no trace of her. 

I want to believe the best – that she has found a safe haven somewhere. But I fear the worst – that like for so many on the streets, life is brutally short. 

The latter is simply too hard to contemplate for the lost soul we came to know, so let's remember Sabrina today by focusing on something more hopeful. Today, just blocks from that downtown park, a celebration will occur. 

A party hall will host the fifth anniversary celebration of the Well Community – an Oak Cliff ministry and outreach to those with mental illness. Amazingly, it appears unique in all the land. 

It began with a simple observation. Associate Pastor Joel Pulis came to realize that many people with mental illness lived within a stone's throw of his Cliff Temple Baptist Church. Some lived in apartments, some in flophouses and some in alleys. 

A Saturday night service and dinner was begun just for them – a come-as-you-are affair that welcomed everyone, regardless of manner of dress or clarity of mind. 

Those services continue, drawing 85 or so people each week. But the Well has expanded into much more – a joyful family and a community of hope for those living with mental illness. 

"Community, family – that's something you and I take for granted," Joel said. "But that's a big part of our mental health." 

I saw the Well's results last week before I even realized it. When I went to Cliff Temple to interview Joel, a polished, professional church receptionist greeted me. 

Only later would I learn that Anne arrived at the church through the Well, a homeless woman living with the fractured mind of schizophrenia. Looking at her today, it's almost impossible to believe. 

"We have seen a lot of miracles," Joel said. 

The Well now includes a three-day-a-week community center, a clothes closet, medical care, case management and, perhaps most important, a model group home. 

If you read our story last Sunday, you know that many of the mentally ill live in squalid flophouses run solely for profit. 

In contrast to that, Jacob's House is an oasis of care and serenity. Nothing fancy, but it's spotless and well run. It's home to seven men with serious mental illness. But more than that, it is also the Well's proof that group homes can rescue people from the ravages of untreated mental illness – and from the streets, jail cells and emergency rooms where they end up. 

The hope is to have the Well Community and Jacob's House copied across Dallas and then the nation. 

Those successes and dreams will all be celebrated tonight in a big, boot-scootin' party at Eddie Deen's Ranch. 

Here's wishing a happy anniversary to the Well – and that Sabrina could have found something like it. 

