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Brent Batten: Addicts place hope in recovery program 

Jesenia Zapata, a 38-year-old mother of three from Miami and Albert Bable, a 52-year-old from 

New York City, have more in common than you might think. 

Both have spent most of their lives drunk or stoned. Both have hit bottom. And, as of today, both 

are graduates of a St. Matthew's House program designed to help them and those in similar 

straights build a new life. 

Bable was the first graduate of Justin's Place Recovery Program, finishing the yearlong sequence 

of counseling, education and peer assistance in 2010. Zapata is the 200th, ceremonially finishing 

the program at a commencement Monday evening at Moorings Presbyterian Church attended by 

about 400. The event also marked the five-year anniversary of Justin's Place. 

Vann Ellison, CEO of St. Matthew's House, said the idea for Justin's Place came out of the 

turbulent fight to expand the St. Matt's homeless shelter concept into Bonita Springs. 

Neighbors of the proposed site vehemently fought the new shelter. That sentiment was reflected 

elsewhere anytime the shelter considered expanding. "The likelihood of getting more beds was 

not good. Nobody wants another shelter," Ellison said Monday. 

Most people who spend time at St. Matthew's House get back on their feet, move on and never 

need a shelter again. But a few faces kept coming back. They were those with chronic 

dependency issues. They'd get kicked out of the shelter for drinking or using drugs. They'd go to 

rehabilitation, be allowed back in, then break the rules again. 

Bable was an on-again, off-again resident of the shelter before 2010. He heard Ellison talking 

about starting Justin's Place. 



After more than 25 years of drinking, drugging, divorces, arrests and "rebelling against 

everything good," he'd had enough. 

"One day I woke up, walked out from under the bridge where I was living, and went to Naples 

Community Hospital," Bable said. He told them he wanted to try the new program Ellison had 

been speaking about. 

Zapata had a similar moment of clarity five years later. She began smoking marijuana at age 6. "I 

didn't know what it was like to be sober, ever," she said. She'd lost custody of her children. 

After narrowly avoiding a long jail term for repeated arrests for drug possession and petty theft, 

she promised herself she'd stay sober. But within a few days she found herself in a "dope" house, 

getting high at 4:30 a.m. "Looking around I couldn't believe it. Here I am again. I had this 

overwhelming feeling I had to change my life." 

She called police from a convenience store threatening to kill herself. The first deputy to arrive 

knew her from repeated encounters. "He said, 'Are you finally done?' I said, 'Yes.'" 

Both Zapata and Bable had been through numerous other rehab programs. 

Justin's Place is different in not only its program length, a year as opposed to 28 days, but in its 

approach, Ellison said. 

Men move through the program in groups of about 13, living together first at the shelter on 

Airport-Pulling Road, then for six months at Port LaBelle Inn, which St. Matthews House now 

owns, then finally at an apartment complex in Golden Gate. 

Women go through in groups of four. 

The participants police and support each other. "That sense of community works for people who 

don't have a sense of belonging," Ellison said. 

While working through the program, participants take classes, grow vegetables and train service 

dogs. The efforts teach job skills but beyond that, they make participants responsible for 

something outside themselves. "There are a lot of life lessons in gardening," said Ellison, who's 



been with St. Matthew's House since 2004. Later, they get part time jobs with St. Matt's resale 

shop or catering business. 

St. Matthew's House is a Christian organization but one need not be a Christian to participate in 

Justin's Place. The wisdom of the Bible is generously shared, but Ellison has incorporated pieces 

of many programs he's encountered in 32 years of addiction counseling. "I've plagiarized ideas 

from the best and brightest," he says with a smile. 

The approach seems to work. About 30 percent of Justin's Place participants will drop out before 

graduating. But of those who have graduated, 84 percent were doing well two years later, Ellison 

said. Other programs see recidivism rates of up to 90 percent. 

Bable now works helping others through the counseling and recovery process. Many of the 

people he sees recognize him from years in the homeless camps, where they knew him only as 

Rebel. He knows what they go through. "It's extremely hard to stay sober when you're living in 

the woods. Sometimes you have to drink yourself to sleep." 

Those men serve as a reminder to him. "I still look over my shoulder once in a while and see that 

guy asking for a quarter at the store." 

Zapata hopes to get certified as an addiction counselor so she can help others. She's regained 

custody of her two minor children. One of them, 14-year-old Jesalyn, delivered a testimonial at 

Monday's graduation. "The sad thing is, I had lost faith in my mom," she said. Monday night, 

things were different. "Today, I'm proud of you. I wish everyone could be as proud of their mom 

as I am today." 
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