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program in the poorest par of inner-city Omaha. / Photo by Michael Ross, for the Pilot-Tribune
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meless
Plunge

Albert City church youth group takes ‘Urban
Plunge’ with inner-city homeless, prisoners

“Life can change in a heartbeat. You
learn that in a hurry being around the
homeless. Make a bad choice, and it could
be you."

- High school senior Ashley Nehring

By DANA LARSEN / Pilot-Tribune

ifteen young people from the

Albert City area found them-

selves a few hours from home,

but a world away from the com-

fortably secure cocoon of
small-town America they have known, as
part of the Urban Plunge program.

They walked the streets of the mean side
of Omaha with the homeless, went to prison
to speak with longtime convicts, worked in
food programs for the desperately needy.

The architect of Urban Plunge, Michael
Ross, is a former successful business owner
in Albert City and was once the Republican
Party chairperson for Buena Vista County.

*I woke up one morning and realized
that there was more to life than what I was
doing. | ended up selling my business and
moving to Omaha to get involved on a per-
sonal level,” he said. Now, each week, he
guides a different group through a world of
homelessness and lost souls.

“l had read a book called *Halftime,’
which is about finding what your passion is,
and committing the second half of your life
to it,” Ross said. It so changed his life, he
bought 400 copies to share with others.

His program is partnering with nine dif-
ferent social efforts in Omaha to expose
teens to the human needs within society.

“I has to be more than seeing it during a
weekend in the city. Whether the experi-
ence makes them feel good or bad, I hope a
few kids can discover what their passion is.
what their gift is. | was 45 years old before
I figured it out - if they can do it at 16 or 18,
great,” Ross said.

Ashley Nehring, a local high school
senior and a member of the youth group
from Our Saviour's Lutheran Church in
Albert City, reflects that the experience
was, “a great big eye-opener.”

“Right away we were out on the street in
a really bad part of the city. There was a lot
of violence and ambulances, and later that
night we could hear gunshots,” she said.
“We talked to the homeless people and
offered to pray for them. Some of them
were very shy, and some really opened up
to us,” Ashley said.
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Dallas Heuton stocks food for the homeless in the Urban Plunge program in Omaha.

Urban Plunge: Experience on the mean streets

Continued from page 1A

In the process, she said, they cast off any
misconceptions they brought from their sheltered
lives. “Many of the homeless people we were
there to talk to and help were actually trying to
help us. They would tell us about how they were
trying to quit their addictions get off the streets,
and were telling the kids not to make the same
mistake that they had made,” said Ashley.

Despite the sad state of their lives, many make
it a point to attend church, wheré they find some
measure of hope.

“After seeing it for three straight days, you
start to understand better. You can’t downgrade
people because they are on the streets,” Ashley
said.

“Listening to their stories, you realize that life
can change in a heartbeat. You learn that in a hurry
being around the homeless. Whether it was
alcoholism, drugs, sexual behavior, a Make a bad
choice, and it could be you.”

The Albert City students adapted well, Ross
said.

to wander, however, they would very quickly be
in places they should not be,” Ross said. “The
didn’t want to quit that night. They would have
kept going if we had let them.”

There is a code and a culture on the streets. “If
one person were to say something disrespectful to
one of the kids, there would be four other guys
that would stand up and tell that person to leave
them alone,” Ross said. “These people realize we
are out there to try to serve them and listen to
them. They appreciate that, because these are
people who don’t very often get treated very well.
We may be out there offering to pray for them, but
in a way, they are taking care of us out there too.”

On Saturday morning, the youth were taken to
a prison. Normally, visitors stick to a youth
detention area and meet with a chaplain who was
formerly an inmate himself, but that could not be
scheduled for the Albert City visit, so the teens
went inside the state prison.

There, they met a man who was arrested at
about the same age the visitors are now, and has
served 38 years including 20 in “the hole™ -
solitary confinement for bad behavior inside the
prison. He will be released next week.







