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T HE cold wind, the empty pockets and craving for drugs were once everyday companions for
Aaron ScheerhoornScheerhoorn, who until last year was homeless and friendless on the streets of the
Montrose.

"I got locked up for a year. I was out on the streets. I was smoking crack . . . I was just a mess,"
said ScheerhoornScheerhoorn, 19. "I had no hope whatsoever. I never thought I'd accomplish anything, being
a low-life and a drug dealer and everything else that goes with the underground territory."

T oday, ScheerhoornScheerhoorn is celebrating eight months of sobriety, holding down a full-time job and
planning to attend college in January.

Ask ScheerhoornScheerhoorn how he turned his life around and he'll point squarely to Covenant Houston
T exas, a nonprofit social service agency that offers emergency shelter, crisis intervention and
other services to runaway and homeless children.

"T hey never turned me down when I was on the streets at 2 and 3 o'clock in the morning, when I
needed a sandwich or a place to shower and clean up for a couple of days," ScheerhoornScheerhoorn said.

ScheerhoornScheerhoorn's candid comments came during a candlelight vigil Dec. 5 at Covenant House
T exas, 1111 Lovett, to pay homage to young people in crisis nationwide who are struggling to live
productive lives.

Since 1983, Covenant House has provided young people sanctuary from the dangers of street life
and abuse. T he program also provides the structure and emotional support needed to choose
workable life alternatives, said Marilyn Knight, director of development and public relations.

"We have a continuum of care - everything that a young person needs to get out of crisis and to
become a productive citizen," Knight said. "We provide medical care and food and shelter, and
that's the first step - to get them out of crisis and off the street."

Covenant House also offers vocational training in such fields as computers and culinary arts and
assists young persons to obtain high school diplomas or GEDs. What's more, the program helps
them look for jobs, fill out resumes and conduct successful interviews.

Abraham Libon said Covenant House's no-questions-asked approach, along with the unconditional
love he received, helped him to build up his self-esteem and turn his life around.

"When I first came to Covenant House, I had no life or nothing," said Libon, 19, who also spoke at
the candlelight vigil. "I was just out on my own and didn't have no place to turn to. I was in and out



of CPS (Harris County Children's Protective Services) all my life, and I was just mixed up in the
system, turning all kinds of ways, not knowing who to turn to.

"I got into this program just looking for a place - just to find that security," he said.

Since joining Covenant House last year, Libon said he has obtained a GED and next spring plans to
attend Blinn College in Brenham, where he'll join the school's football squad.

Libon credits much of his success to T odd Mitchell, who heads the facility's Rights of Passage
Program, an 18-month transitional living program that connects young people with mentors from
the Houston area.

In Mitchell's view, the key to help young people overcome their crisis is "to just encourage them
and nurture them.

"I have a very supportive staff," Mitchell said. "T hey understand that they're (young people) coming
to us with all sorts of baggage and issues and concerns and challenges, so we just take all that.

"We show them that no matter where you are, we're here to get you in a better place," he added.
"T here's no judgment, only unconditional love all the way."

T om Knudson, a Conoco Inc. executive who serves on Covenant House T exas' board of directors,
agrees that the one-on-one approach is vital to helping turn young lives around.

"We're able to provide a safe, warm place, a hot shower, a meal, a bed and emergency treatment
when that's necessary," Knudson said. "But we also start a process - a conversation, if you will -
with the young people - a covenant that many have never had before - about their future and
what's possible, and what they're willing to commit to achieve that future."

Programs like Covenant House T exas provide a needed link, often a lifeline, for troubled young
people with nowhere else to turn, said T hao Costis, director of external affairs at the SEARCH
Homeless Project in Houston.

T he last U.S. Census counted 10,132 homeless people in Houston, "and that number hasn't
fluctuated much from the first count in 1989," Costis said. T he homeless problem is more difficult
for young people, she said, because they are often more vulnerable.

"It is a serious problem," she said. "T hey (teen-agers) are a very unique sub-population of the
homeless, because the reasons they become homeless are different than adults.

"Once they (teen-agers) become homeless, it becomes a challenge because they are sort of stuck
in the middle. T hey are not children that people would willingly open up their arms to take in. But
they're also not adults where they are held accountable for every action they make."

Al Haines, the city's chief administrative officer, praised Covenant House T exas for its outstanding
work and presented a proclamation from Mayor Lee Brown honoring the nationwide candlelight
vigil.



"T his is not the easiest time for children and adolescents," Haines said. "T hey are exposed to many
issues, perhaps too early in the lives. Added to those is the new uncertainty and fear about
terrorism.

"T he best we can sometimes do for them is to offer support and continue ourselves to live
exemplary lives," he said. "Covenant House has been a marvelous sanctuary for these children.
Youngsters simply cannot turn their lives around by themselves."

For more information about Covenant House T exas, call 713-523-3898 (SEE CORRECT ION).
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