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A program that gives people recovering from addiction a safe place to rehabilitate is being rebuilt in the Lynchburg area.

Durwood Sutton spoke to a coalition of nonprofits Wednesday about his plan to improve Oxford House’s Lynchburg branch.

Oxford House is a Maryland-based nonprofit that uses a community living model to provide housing for people recovering

from addiction. According to the nonprofit’s co-founder Paul Molloy, almost every employee previously was a member.

Houses generally are the result of grassroots efforts, he said.

Sutton, who said he is in long-term recovery from a heroin addiction, said he opened about seven Oxford Houses as a member

before getting a job with the organization. Sutton now is the outreach specialist.

“I would go to one, stay for a while, and the house would get stable, then I’d move to another house,” Sutton said

Wednesday.

Since being named outreach specialist, Sutton said he has opened five houses in safe Roanoke neighborhoods.

“That’s my passion, that’s what I want to do is help people, because I was in that situation, homeless, didn’t know where to

go,” Sutton said.

Each Oxford House is governed through democracy, which includes electing officers, one of who levies fines for

transgressions such as leaving dishes unwashed.

Housemates interview and vote in new residents. If anyone brings illicit drugs or alcohol into the home, they are supposed to be kicked out, a responsibility shared by

everyone. Anyone kicked out may not return to an Oxford House until they’re clean and sober for 30 days.

Those who follow the rules can stay the rest of their lives if they want, but most leave after a year, Molloy said.

Sutton said one of the challenges people face in trying to get into Oxford Houses is making the first payment which can vary because they are leased from private renters.

Each member must pay an equal share of house expenses.

He said help sometimes comes from churches and other organizations.

He appealed to the Blue Ridge Reentry Council — the group of nonprofits that works to make sure people successfully transition from prison to society — for backing at its

regular meeting Wednesday morning.

Deborah O’Brien with Blue Ridge Community Church’s Celebrate Recovery is concerned about donating money without knowing much about the individual seeking the

support.

“I want to know that when I take this money that’s being given to us by our church members and I’m going to plant it in a program to help them have a place to live, I want

to know that individual is serious about their recovery,” O’Brien said.

She said her organization has paid for an individual’s entry into an Oxford House before and then learned someone didn’t show up or relapsed quickly and had to leave.

Celebrate Recovery did not get its donation back. O’Brien said it could be held for the next person who needed it.

Dorothy Owsley, executive director of the Roanoke-based group Transitional Options for Women, said she has successfully sent people to Oxford Houses in Roanoke. She

said the service is important to help people get restarted.

“How are they going to give you a status report when they have no place to start?” Owsley said.

Sara Cummings and Shelia Rowland are grateful the Oxford House is giving them a place to start over.

Cummings relapsed into a heroin addiction only two weeks ago, not long before moving in. At a Narcotics Anonymous meeting, she said she picked up a white chip, a

surrender indicating her desire to start over.

“It makes you feel like no matter what you did yesterday, today is a new day,” Cummings said of the chip. “Of course I beat myself up about having to pick it up.”

While sitting with Rowland on the porch she guessed aloud there are only so many times someone can tell themselves they’re starting over.

The older woman replied to her, “You can tell yourself that as many times as it takes.”
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Sara Cummings says goodbye to her

housemate Sheila Rowland before heading

to work through the bus system while

staying at the Oxford House. Photo by Jill

Nance
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