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A MESSAGE FROM 
Bishop Cynthia Fierro Harvey

IN ALMOST EVERY COMMUNITY WE SERVE, 

there is not only a church, but you can usually 
count on a school being nearby. 

What role does your church play in helping 
raise the children of your community? I am 
proud to see so many of you connecting with 
local schools and playing a major role in the 
lives of children. 

Never has the saying been more true, “It takes 
a village to raise a child.” The life of a child is so 
different today; in many ways much harder than 
it was for many of us.

It seems children are growing up much faster, 
and face many grown-up challenges ranging 
from performance on standardize testing, 
to danger lurking in their midst. I don’t ever 
remember learning about “stranger danger.” 
Maybe that is because we knew all of our 
neighbors. In my case, most of my neighbors 
were family, not strangers. We did not have to 
worry about strangers lurking on the Internet. 
I grew up with party line phones--which meant 
the greatest danger was that my aunt who lived 
next door might eavesdrop on my conversation 
with my best friend. (If you are too young to 
know what a party line is, ask someone over 50.)

Today, in some communities, children 
worry that their family might be deported. I 
remember sitting with a group of third graders, 
a few years ago, who shared stories of going 
home after school and learning of parents 
being deported. In some of our schools, many 
of the children are on free or reduced lunch. 
The statistics are staggering – in Louisiana, 
253,750 children live in food-insecure 
households (Feeding America, Map of the 
Meal Gap, 2012). How can that happen in a 
state known for food? 

Growing up today is hard work.
Our churches can play a huge role in helping 

raise children in our communities. While 
feeding, providing backpack ministries and 
clothing our children are important and noble 
causes, what might happen if we dig a little 
deeper and connect in ways that allow us to 
work on the root causes of the “grown-up” 

challenges facing our children? Can we provide 
a ministry of presence in the lives of these 
children? I know of a church that mentors 
children by just showing up each week and 
spending time with a student, working on an 
art project or simply shooting a few baskets. You 
don’t have to know how to do math problems to 
be a mentor--you just have to BE.

It gets a little harder with every step we take. 
Can we advocate for better education in our 
communities? Better teachers, and better pay 
for teachers? Can we help educate parents? For 
some of our children the only healthcare they 
receive is that of the school nurse, yet funding 
continues to be cut for this important provision. 
What role might we play in improving 
healthcare for children?

The challenges are enormous. You may even 
think this is not the role of the church. If not 
the church, then who? Who will care for our 
children? And yet some of you may think the 
challenges are so enormous, you don’t even 
know where to begin. So, take a look at what 
some of your friends are already doing, and 
“borrow.”

Imagine what might happen if TODAY you 
began by looking around your neighborhood, 
paid attention, and learned what challenges 
children face. What if TODAY you decided to 
attend the next school board meeting? What if 
TODAY you met with the principal of the local 
elementary school and listened for how your 
church might help him or her do a better job 
serving the children?

You don’t have to take on the entire 
educational system of the state of Louisiana, or 
even your parish—start with the school nearest 
your church.

If you are clothing and feeding children, 
please keep doing so. If you are not clothing 
and feeding children, please start. But, I also 
ask you to look around your neighborhood and 
learn more about the greatest challenges facing 
children. These are not “their” children, they 
are OUR children. Jesus said, “Let the little 
children come to me.” n

On the Journey
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Chatham UMC hosted “Fun in the Son” during 
the summer of 2014. The event kicked off with 
a weeklong art camp, where children received 

an age-appropriate overview of art history, 
focusing heavily on the French Impressionists.

Through mentoring programs, tutoring sessions, art 

camps and school gardens, local churches can more fully 

connect with area schools to meet the needs of children, 

and the needs of the communities in which they live.

Engaging Local Schools uses videos, presentations and 

supplemental materials to help guide congregations in 

considering questions that are critical to the success of a 

school-focused service initiative. Available through the 

Lewis Center for Church Leadership (with copies housed 

at each of the six District offi ces for local church use), 

this DVD/CD resource assists churches with examining 

how they can express more fully a heart for the needs 

of children and schools; helps congregations discern a 

vision for a school partnership that responds to actual 

needs and utilizes the unique gifts offered by a church; 

and provides models and best practices for 

ministries that support students and 

teachers.
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Rev. Lovett Weems, Jr., director of the 
Lewis Center for Church Leadership, wrote, 
“Each school has unique needs and every 
congregation has unique gifts and resources 
to employ in serving the community. En-
gaging Local Schools outlines steps to take 
before launching a school partnership to 
learn better what needs are present in your 
schools and to assess your congregation’s 
strengths so that a school partnership plan 
will be fruitful in your context.”

University UMC, Baton Rouge 
and Kids Hope
One example of a successful church/school 
partnership already in existence in the 
Louisiana Conference is found at University 
Terrace Elementary, now in a 32-year rela-
tionship with University United Methodist 
Church in Baton Rouge. 

The church’s school mentoring program, 
part of Kids Hope USA, develops one-on-
one relationships by pairing church mem-
bers with at-risk kids in supportive relation-
ships. 

University UMC currently has ap-
proximately 100 members volunteering at 
University Terrace Elementary on a weekly 
basis.  The church is located only minutes 
away from University Terrace Elementary.

The majority of these volunteers serve as 
mentors working with their child one hour 
a week, helping their student develop aca-
demic, social and emotional skills.  

Other volunteers serve as garden team 
members, book club leaders, prayer part-
ners, uniform team members and teacher 
encouragers.  

Garden team volunteers have worked 
closely with LSU AgCenter Master Gar-
deners to create a 3,500 square foot area of 
fl owering and organic edible gardens. “Due 
to the large consumption of processed and 
fast foods in most of these children’s homes, 
childhood obesity and related illnesses are of 
great concern. We have found that when the 
children are directly involved in the growing 
of fruits and vegetables, they are not only 
willing to eat them at school, but they are 
also asking their parents to include them in 
their diets at home,” said Shirley Flake, Kids 
Hope director for University UMC. 

Every year, University UMC holds 

churchwide drives to collect school supplies, 
uniforms, underwear and basic hygiene 
products.

“These items are very important for the 
UT students, whose families cannot easily 
afford to buy them. Close to 95 percent of 
these children qualify for free or reduced 
lunch,” said Flake, also a member of Uni-
versity UMC. 

According to Flake, every family at Uni-
versity UMC has participated in the Kids 
Hope initiative, either by donating supplies, 
or giving of their time in one of a number of 
volunteer capacities. “The church’s gener-
ous outpouring of love onto the students 
and staff at University Terrace is truly awe-

inspiring. I’ve never presented a need or a 
request to the congregation that wasn’t im-
mediately met or fulfi lled.”  

Some of these requests come on an annu-
al basis when the church provides supplies 
and volunteers for events like teacher appre-
ciation luncheons, a fi fth grade recognition 
ceremony (held in the church’s sanctuary), 
and a school-wide Christmas Party.  

“Our newest phase for Kids Hope is a 
music program. Funds have been donated 
by the congregation to provide instrument 
rentals for 10-15 students in the fourth 
grade,” said Flake, adding that volunteers 
will be teaching private music lessons and 
directing music students in an ensemble. 

ABOVE AND RIGHT 
University UMC, Baton 
Rouge and Kids Hope

BELOW RIGHT 
Hope Community UMC 
with ABC Institute and 

H.O.P.E. Camp
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Also new this year, an expanded phase of 
the partnership is being introduced—Kids 
Hope Next. Through this effort, volun-
teers will follow their students into middle 
school, continuing to serve as mentors. 
“Staying with the children through the 
challenging junior high years will help to 
ensure their success in life,” said Flake.

Other United Methodist Churches in 
the Louisiana Conference participating in 
the Kids Hope initiative include Camphor 
Memorial United Methodist Church in 
Scotlandville (Progress Elementary); Neely 
UMC, Baton Rouge (Polk Elementary); First 
UMC, LaPlace (Emily C. Watkins Elemen-
tary School); First UMC, Many; First UMC, 

Natchitoches (L.P. Vaughn Elementary 
Middle School); St. Mark UMC, Opelousas 
(North Elementary School); First UMC, 
Pineville (Lessie Moore Elementary School); 
Broadmoor UMC, Shreveport (Arthur Cir-
cle Elementary School); Henning Memorial 
UMC, Sulphur (Frasch Elementary School); 
and First UMC, Winnfi eld (Winnfi eld Pri-
mary School).

Occasionally, the volunteers at University 
UMC are encouraged in their efforts by 
hearing success stories from former stu-
dents. One such student, Elie Nyembo, is 
now enrolled in Southwest Tennessee Com-
munity College. 

Nyembo, a refugee from Rwanda, Africa 

and a former student at University Terrace, 
recently communicated with Flake, writing, 
“I want to thank you . . . for being the direc-
tor of this wonderful program that gave me 
a fi ghting chance. . . I hope that years later 
you’d get a letter from another kid who has 
been impacted greatly by this program, as I 
was. God bless!”

For more information, contact Shirley Flake 
at Shirley.fl ake@gmail.com 

Hope Community UMC with ABC 
Institute and H.O.P.E Camp
In the city of Baton Rouge, the 70805 zip 
code is marked by poverty and violence. 
More than one third of the area’s residents 
are under the age of 18. Hope Community 
UMC is located in the middle of this area, 
and provides an oasis of love and nurturing 
for these children and their parents.

In response to the signifi cant needs of 
the community it serves, the congregation 
of Hope Community UMC offers practical 
help to neighbors through its ABC Institute 
of Learning. 

Now in its fi fth year, the tutoring pro-
gram is held every Tuesday and Thursday 
during the school year for two hours per 
session. Students in Kindergarten through 
12th grades are assisted with homework 
assignments and provided computers and 
school supplies, with a focus on preparing 
for LEAP testing. The end of the school year 
is highlighted by a book giveaway.

To maintain its connection to these 
underserved children, Hope Community 
UMC hosts a summer camp every year. 
This year, 81 children participated in the 
event. Staffed by volunteers from the church 
and the surrounding community, H.O.P.E. 
Summer Camp strives to minister to the 
mind, body and spirit of children ages fi ve 
to 15. 

During June and July, children attend 
the camp from 7 a.m.-4:30 p.m. There is a 
morning devotion, and children participate 
in Christian education, academic tutoring, 
arts and crafts opportunities and physical 
activities. 

The BREC Mobile Playground is a big 
attraction for the kids, as well as visits from 
the local bookmobile. Highlights include 

‘‘“I want to thank 
you…for being 
the director of this 
wonderful program 
that gave me a 
fi ghting chance…” 



fi eld trips, movies, kite making, construct-
ing corncob dolls and learning to “play jacks 
with the pastor,” Rev. Louis Jones. “Last 
summer, there was great excitement when 
the children had a visit from the pastor’s 
pet chicken, Liz!,” said Gert Knight, church 
member and camp volunteer.

As a direct result of their experience with 
the camp, and with Hope Community 
UMC, a family of four is going to be bap-
tized at the church, said Knight, who adds 
that she can see the difference the camp 
makes in the lives of the children.

“H.O.P.E. Camp provides a positive en-
vironment for the kids during the summer, 
exposing them to various things, and bring-
ing Christ into their lives. It’s hard work, but 
it is rewarding work for all of the volunteers. 
It’s remarkable to see how many people 
from both the church and the community 
come together to make this happen,” added 
Knight.

For more information about ABC Institute 
of Learning and H.O.P.E Summer Camp, 
contact Rev. H. Louis Jones at (225) 938-9615.

First UMC, Alexandria 
and ‘Keyhole’ Garden
Keyhole gardens can help unlock access to 
vegetables for urban “food deserts,” accord-
ing to Wayne McConnell, a member of First 
United Methodist Church in Alexandria.

Along with McConnell, members of First 
UMC are creating such a garden at L.S. 
Rugg Elementary School as part of the Cor-
nucopia Project, allowing students to par-
ticipate in the process of growing their own 
vegetables. McConnell is a retired teacher 
for the Rapides Parish School System.

“We’re excited about our partnership 
in working with First United Methodist 
Church in creating the garden, and the stu-
dents are looking forward to being a part 
of this community project and growing the 
vegetables,” said Vickie Smith, principal at 
Rugg.

A keyhole garden is a circular raised 
bed with a path to the center for access 
to a compost basket that allows water to 
fl ow into the soil and reach the roots of the 
plants. From above, the garden looks like 
a keyhole or a pie with a slice cut out. One 
advantage is that these types of gardens re-

THE TIPS BELOW are excerpted from a list found 
on the Lewis Center for Church Leadership 
website. Additional information can be found 
in Engaging Local Schools, a resource which 
uses videos, presentations and supplemental 
materials to help guide congregations in 
considering questions that are critical to the 
success of a school-focused service initiative. 
Copies of the resource can be obtained through 
the Lewis Center at http://www.churchleadership.
com/serveyourneighbor/EngagingLocalSchools.
asp ; also, copies are housed at the Conference 
o�  ce and at each of the six District o�  ces for 
local church use. The full list of 50 Ways to Engage Local Schools 
can be found at http://www.churchleadership.com/50Ways/
Schools.html

50 WAYS TO ENGAGE 
LOCAL SCHOOLS

Collect books to be used in classroom reading programs or to be 
given to children at the end of the school year. Ask teachers or 
the librarian for appropriate selections.

Develop a program to outfi t kids with needed school uniforms, 
shoes or athletic gear. 

Fill backpacks with school supplies to be given away at the 
beginning of the school year.

Start a summer lunch program in your church or another suitable 
location.

Involve volunteers from your church in tutoring, mentoring or after-
school programs. 

Create and support a computer lab either in your church or your 
school.

Organize and resource a summer academic enrichment program 
in your school or church to counter summer learning losses.

Offer college-bound students SAT prep-sessions, guidance on 
college selections, and help in completing fi nancial aid forms and 
applications.

Organize a volunteer workday to spruce up school facilities, helping 
with cleaning, painting, landscaping, facilities repair, etc.

Make church facilities available for team banquets, parties after 
school dramas, offsite meetings, or other school-related activities.

Host an event to celebrate and recognize teachers in your 
congregation and community.

Provide classroom volunteers. Many teachers value this help 
above all else.

exposing them to various things, and bring-
ing Christ into their lives. It’s hard work, but 
it is rewarding work for all of the volunteers. 

come together to make this happen,” added 

contact Rev. H. Louis Jones at (225) 938-9615.



quire little moisture.
McConnell, who has “always had a pas-

sion for gardening,” started thinking about 
“food deserts”—areas that lack grocery 
stores selling fresh produce. He mentioned 
to Rev. Donnie Wilkinson, pastor of First 
UMC, that the church needed to become 
involved in community gardening. 

McConnell realized that keyhole gardens, 
like those also built by African humanitar-
ian groups, could be created in community 
neighborhoods where they are needed. Rev. 
Wilkinson agreed that the garden “would 
be a good idea.” 

Rev. Wilkinson approached Principal 

Smith with the concept—and the rest is 
history.

Members of First UMC, Alexandria have 
also been saving materials to be used for 
compost in the keyhole garden. Items like 
cardboard, phone books, newspapers, grass 
clippings, leaves and coffee grounds are 
used to create the compost heap. 

McConnell said he was inspired by the 
book Take this Bread (published 2007) by 
Sara Miles, and by a visit to The Shepherd’s 
Market food pantry at St. John’s UMC in 
Baton Rouge.

“I want our church take care of those 
people who fall through the cracks, who 

don’t have a green card, who may not be a 
resident, who may be homeless, who may 
not have a place where they can cook a lot of 
food because they’re homeless…but they can 
have some fresh fruit they can eat,” he said.

“We can show the love of Jesus through 
what we do, and when you feed somebody, 
it’s a powerful thing,” he added.

The Food Bank of Central Louisiana 
plans to partner with the church, and is al-
ready involved in building community gar-
dens. “They have the plans, they have (the) 
knowledge, and they have connections out 
in the community,” said McConnell.

The teachers at the elementary school 
hope to incorporate the garden into projects 
focusing on science and health, social stud-
ies and economics. 

For more information, contact Wayne 
McConnell at (318) 729-3103 or Clara Woolf 
at (318) 443-5696, ext. 106.

Chatham UMC and 
‘Fun in the Son’
In the spring of 2013, Chatham United 
Methodist Church was searching for a way 
to keep track of students that they had been 
tutoring for the past nine months. The con-
gregation also wanted to reach out to other 
community children during the summer in 
order to expand on its ministry momentum.

Church volunteers also wanted to fi nd a 
way to enrich the education of local school 
children in ways that they could not provide 
for themselves.

From this brainstorming effort, “Fun in 
the Son” summer camp was born. 

Janet Smith and Freida Peel, co-program 
directors for the initiative, worked with Rev. 
Lala Ball Cooper, pastor of Chatham UMC, 
to fi eld test the idea of providing enrich-
ment activities for the children and youth 

“Last summer, there was 
great excitement when the 

children had a visit from the 
pastor’s pet chicken, Liz!”

continued on page 11

First UMC, Alexandria
“keyhole garden”

Chatham UMC 
‘Fun in the Son’

“Last summer, there was 
great excitement when the 

children had a visit from the 
pastor’s pet chicken, Liz!”
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onesboro United Methodist Church 
wanted to hold a community-wide 
Vacation Bible School this summer. 
But with a congregation trending 

assortment of odd jobs for the 
aging members of the Jones-

boro church and Hodge 
UMC. The team also 
installed energy saving 
ceiling fans in the church, 
as well as performing 
“security work” on the 

parsonage.
Mary, a 90-year-old plus 

member of Hodge UMC, was 
helped by the University UMC 

volunteers, who fixed plumbing and 
caulked windows in her home. “She is 

accustomed to taking care of her own stuff, 
and would not have asked for help, but her 
daughter did so on her behalf,” said Rev. 
Hooton.

After the team left, Mary stopped by the 
church office to ask for an address where she 
could send a thank you note to the volun-
teers. “The team and Mary had some good 
fellowship time while completing the work; 
and the group prayed with her before leav-
ing,” added Hooton.

The team used a Facebook page to share 
pictures from their experiences, encouraging 
one another to “lean into” this adventure.

Jennifer Swann, coordinator for the Uni-
versity UMC group, had this to say about 
the experience: “The idea was hatched at 
one of our monthly 20s and 30s planning 
group meetings. From there, we pulled in 
leaders from other age and ministry groups 
to divide the work. Our goal was to design 
a mission trip that didn’t have the usual 
barriers to participation. We wanted to do it 
without having to leave our families behind 
for several days and without having to take 
a lot of time off work. It was also important 
to keep costs down so that we could bring 
more people without having to be constant-
ly fundraising. The bonus was having the 
‘fun’ built into the experience with our stay 
at the state park.”

Swann added that the team modeled the 
trip after a recent mission to Guatemala tak-
en by some University UMC members with 
the McNeese Wesley Foundation at McNeese. 
“A plus is that the mission to Jonesboro was 
completed without the air travel and overall 
expense.”

Rev. Hooton said, “This collaboration was 
a great example of spiritual leadership and 
living into the United Methodist connection, 
making disciples for Jesus Christ.” n

J

the church coordinate and host its Vacation 
Bible School. More than 20 local children-
-plus 15 children traveling with the Univer-
sity UMC team—attended the three-day 
event, which concluded with an invitation to 
area children and their families to worship at 
Jonesboro UMC on Sunday morning.

This special worship service also included 
Hodge UMC, part of a church charge with 
Jonesboro UMC. “That day, there were 
more than 100 people in the sanctuary, 
with the mission team, kids from the com-
munity, my usual Jonesboro UMC crowd, 
and a good representation from the Hodge 
church.  Folks had to ‘scooch over’ to make 
room for all!,” said Rev. Hooton, pastor of 
the Jonesboro-Hodge-Dodson-New Hope 
UMCs charge.

Members of the team from University 
UMC stayed in rented cabins at Jimmy Davis 
State Park during their visit to Jonesboro, 
which stretched from July 30-Aug. 3. In ad-
dition to helping with VBS, the group did an 

ages 50 and over, the church needed inten-
tional planning—and help from outside the 
congregation.

University UMC in Lake Charles was 
looking for a mission opportunity for all 
ages which provided a family “get away.” As 
an example of “the connection at its best,” a 
48-member team from University UMC in 
Lake Charles traveled to Jonesboro to help 
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ABOVE Yvette Richards 
(left), president of the 
United Methodist 
Women Board of 
Directors, helps prepare 
food at the Fourth 
Avenue United Methodist 
Church during the 
Ubuntu Day of Service. 
With her is Andrew 
Thomas, the lead chef. 

ichards will use the theme “Sisters 
With A Purpose - Making It Happen,” 
branching off the UMW Assembly 
2014 theme, “Make It Happen.” 

America and Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority. Her 
leadership positions in the Missouri West 
Conference United Methodist Women include 
membership chair, nominating committee, 
and Dean of the Missouri Co-op School 
of Christian Mission. She has served as the 
Women’s Division Director from 2008-2012, 
Global Aids Fund board member from 2011-
2012 and on the General Board of Global 
Ministry from 2011-2012.

Julia Carnes, president of St. Mark United 
Methodist Women, invites all United Methodist 
Women throughout the Louisiana Conference 
to hear Richards speak as she participates in St. 
Mark UMC’s Women’s Day. n

R
A graduate of North Carolina Agricultural 

and Technical State University, Richards 
hold a Bachelor of Arts degree in Mass 
Communications. She is also a graduate of 
Walden University with a Master of Science in 
Leadership. Richards has been employed for 27 
years with State Farm Insurance Companies, 
and currently serves the company as a 
catastrophe service claims representative. 

Richards is highly involved in community, 
with a special interest in Girl Scouts of 
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of the Greater Chatham community—oppor-
tunities that schools may have formerly pro-
vided, but opportunities that were no longer 
funded for schools.  

The church offered a one-day art event, in 
addition to a series of music and movement 
activities that were well attended.  

“The really BIG undertaking that summer 
was to provide swimming lessons for our 
community kids. Almost as soon as we an-
nounced our intentions to do that very thing, 
the classes fi lled to capacity and we had to 
make a waiting list,” said Rev. Cooper. 

Living in a community where creeks, ca-
nals and ditches often swell with rain water 
during the warm months, the possibility of 
drowning is a signifi cant danger to Chatham 
children. “It quickly became a purpose of this 
series of lessons to ‘drown-proof’ the com-
munity children so that they would be able to 
swim in order to survive in a diffi cult situa-
tion,” added Cooper.  

The overwhelming popularity of the 2013 
activities encouraged Chatham UMC to 
host “Fun in the Son” during the summer of 
2014. The event kicked off with a weeklong 
art camp, where children received an age-

appropriate overview of art history, focusing 
heavily on the French Impressionists. During 
the camp, students experimented with several 
different art mediums.

Once again, swim camp was offered, fol-
lowed by weekly youth swim nights and fam-
ily swim nights for the rest of the summer.  

Praise camp, the last camp for the sum-
mer, featured music and movement in the 
context of celebration and worship. “Our 
community children really enjoyed the 
week-long experience that culminated in 
a musical program attended by parents, 
church members and friends from the com-
munity,” said Rev. Cooper. 

All activities are offered at no cost and tar-
get children in Pre-K through high school.

“Parents have been generous with their 
praise for our programs, posting words of 
gratitude on our church Facebook page. It 
has been an incredible joy not only to relate 
to these precious children, but also to build 
relationships with their parents,” said Rev. 
Cooper.

For more information about “Fun in the Son,” 
contact Rev. Lala Cooper at lalacooper@aol.com

Churches, schools & communities

SEPTEMBER
9/25-30
Spiritual Academy Fall Retreat
The Wesley Center, Woodworth, La.

OCTOBER
10/4
Spiritual Directors Class of 
2014-2016 Orientation
Horseshoe Drive UMC, 
Alexandria, La.

10/5
World Communion Day Special 
O� ering

10/5-6
Order of Deacons Retreat
The Wesley Center, Woodworth, La.

10/10-11
United Methodist Women Annual 
Meeting
First UMC, Baton Rouge, La.

10/11
2014 Louisiana Skeeter Run
Baton Rouge, Lake Charles, 
Ruston, Mandeville

10/12-14
Clergy Retirees Retreat

10/16-19
Cursillo Retreat
The Wesley Center, Woodworth, La.

NOVEMBER
11/7-9
Junior High Retreat
The Wesley Center, Woodworth, La.

DECEMBER
12/14
Children’s Home Christmas 
O� ering

12/25
Christmas Day

CALENDAR

IN MEMORIAM
Rev. Arthur M. Baker
5/28/2014

Patricia Norton
5/29/2014

Madice King
7/4/2014

Maude Wallace
7/15/2014

continued from page 7




