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As God-fearing people, we know there are times in which we must demand justice for
all from those in authority. Jonah 3:4-5 reads, “Jonah entered the city, went one day’s
walk and preached, ‘In forty days Nineveh will be smashed. The people of Nineveh
listened, and trusted God. They proclaimed a citywide fast and dressed in burlap to
show their repentance. Everyone did it — rich and poor, famous and obscure, leaders
and followers.’”

Charleston Area Justice Ministry (CAJM) believes in justice, fairness, and equity for all
people. As a 2013 Neighbors in Need (NIN) grant recipient, CAJM is a growing network
of faith-based congregations in South Carolina who are culturally, economically,
geographically and religiously diverse, coming together to make the Charleston area a
more just place to live. 

CAJM accomplishes this mighty task by doing research, educating the public, and
addressing the root causes of, and solutions to, poverty and injustice in our
communities. CAJM is unique in its approach in that it transforms the systems that cause
suffering by holding local officials accountable for resolving these inequities and
injustices. 

According to Lead Organizer Treva Williams, “Charleston County School District
suspended over 4,000 students last year. Those 4,000 students accounted for over
9,000 suspensions. There are 85 schools in Charleston County. Eleven of those
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schools accounted for over 50 percent of the total number of suspensions. Many of these
schools have adopted discipline policies that are failing our students, pushing them out
of the classroom onto the streets and into the criminal justice system. One middle school
alone suspended 51 percent of its student body.”

Williams further shares, “This past April, 1,700 people from 24 different congregations
assembled to hold the education system accountable for using fair and just discipline
practices. Practices that are proven to lower suspension rates, change behavior, school
climate, and keep kids in school. With our power of people, we gained a commitment
from our superintendent, Nancy McGinley, and school board to implement Positive
Behavioral Intervention and Supports (PBIS) in the 10 schools with the worst suspension
rates. We also gained a commitment from her to implement a pilot program of Restorative
Justice in two schools. We are excited about the students, families, cities, and schools
these positive discipline practices will impact.” 

“Lastly,” Williams says, “local law enforcement officials, the Department of Juvenile
Justice, and Solicitor General Wilson are all committed to participate in a task force to
develop a plan to reduce juvenile detention by 65 percent in 2014.”

Because of the guidance of CAJM, Charleston residents are more confident that their
children won’t become another statistic. 

Did you know? Low reading skills cause more students to drop out of school before
receiving a diploma than poverty. Reading Changes Lives, the UCC’s newest all-church
initiative, is a literacy program designed to combat this global crisis. Your support of the
NIN offering helps to provide funding to these important initiatives. 

Please give today! As a community, we are changing lives. ucc.org/nin

Organizers estimate a crowd of 1700
attended the second annual Nehemiah
Action Assembly.

Charleston County School District
Superintendent Nancy McGinley
speaks to the assembly.

Interfaith audience gathers for the
second annual Nehemiah Action
Assembly at Charleston PAC.
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As Christians, scripture advises us how to treat children in our communities. Luke
18:15-17 reads, “People brought babies to Jesus, hoping he might touch them. When
the disciples saw it, they shooed them off. Jesus called them back. ‘Let these children
alone. Don’t get between them and me. These children are the kingdom’s pride and joy.
Mark this: Unless you accept God’s kingdom in the simplicity of a child, you’ll never get
in.’”

2013 Neighbors in Need (NIN) grant recipient the Children’s Defense Fund (CDF)
Freedom School, located in a suburban community of Chicago, understands the
significance of children and community. Their program provides summer and after-
school enrichment through a model curriculum that supports children and families
around five essential objectives: 

1) High quality academic enrichment 
2) Parent and family involvement
3) Social action and civic engagement
4) Intergenerational servant leadership development
5) Nutrition, health and mental health.

CDF Freedom School’s motto is “Liberation through Education.” African-American
statesman Fredrick Douglass said, “It is easier to build strong children then to repair
broken men.” CDF Freedom School builds its mission upon that premise by “providing
programs and opportunities … [in] at-risk and underserved communities which develop
critical thinking and learning skills.”
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Executive Director Dr. Sharon Ellis-Davis has confidence, knowing that “each child is
in a well-structured program and is introduced to a wide range of reading materials that
are culturally appropriate to students of color. Moreover, each student receives one
book a week to add to their personal libraries at home.” 

She further adds, “Another component in our program is engaging in social action. Last
year, the action consisted of writing letters to elected government officials asking them
to advocate for better gun control laws.”

Ellis-Davis says that a highlight of the program was a play written by Cameron Davis,
“Wiz of Harambee.” The play was presented to the entire community. “The story, an
adaptation of the Broadway musical The Wiz, presented various struggles that our
students encounter as they attempt to receive a quality education,” says Ellis-Davis. “As
they travelled the ‘yellow brick road,’ obstacles were overcome and education
prevailed. In addition to the many things going on in each of the students’ lives, they
memorized their parts and performed them as if it was a professional play! The leaders
of the program, community, and parents were impressed. The students demonstrated
a commitment to excellence and determination to beat the odds toward liberation.” 

Because of the care and leadership of CDF Freedom School, these children may not
become a statistic. 

Did you know? Children become readers partly because their parents were readers.
Read aloud to your child to model the importance of literacy and help develop a love of
reading. Reading Changes Lives, the UCC’s newest all-church initiative, is a program
that focuses on literacy. Your support to the NIN offering provides funding for this
important program as well as grants. 

Your generosity counts! As a community, we are changing lives. ucc.org/nin

Dr. Ellis-Davis (rear-far left) directs youth as they
rehearse a play authored by them.

Students rehearse their production of “Wiz of
Harambee.”
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As people of faith, scripture teaches us we are our sisters and brothers keeper. Matthew
25:35-36 states, “I was hungry and you fed me, I was thirsty and you gave me a drink,
I was homeless and you gave me a room, I was shivering and you gave me clothes, I
was sick and you stopped to visit, I was in prison and you came to me.” 

The Florence Crittenton High School (FCHS) for pregnant and parenting teens located
in Denver, Colo., institutes its mission based on this principle. In a unique collaboration
with Denver Public Schools, FCHS helps teen mothers stay in school and graduate,
give birth to healthy babies, learn how to be nurturing mothers, pursue post-secondary
education, and acquire marketable job skills.

As a Neighbors in Need (NIN) 2013 grant recipient, FCHS services adolescent girls
between the ages of 14 and 21. Additionally, FCHS prides itself as an Intensive
Pathways School, which means its goal is to supply each student with a unique pathway
that engages the student’s strengths and interests while also responding completely to
a student’s unique needs. Their current enrollment is just under 300 students.

Recent graduate Lesley Del Rio shares her story. “At 18, I found a full-time job that did
not require a high school diploma, and like many of my friends, I grew more interested
in making money than in school. No one in my family pushed me to stay in school, no
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one at school called to ask about my absences,” she recalls. “Little by little, I got behind
on homework and credits until I felt it would be impossible to catch up.”

But in the blink of an eye, Lesley’s situation changed. She learned that she was pregnant.
“One bout of morning sickness and I was fired,” she adds. “My aunt told me about
Florence Crittenton High School, and I decided to go back to school for my son,
Leonardo. I needed to become a role model for Leo, someone he could respect and
admire.”

Today, Lesley serves as youth advisor for the Colorado Department of Public Health and
the Environment and is enrolled at the Community College of Denver. “My family is in awe
at the positive turnaround my life had when I went back to finish school,” says Lesley.
“Florence Crittenton Services gave me the support I needed to move towards a better
future — for myself and for my son.”

Without the support of FCHS, Lesley could have become another statistic. 

Did you know? Some 53 percent of the 67 million children around the globe who don’t
go to school are girls. Your support of the NIN offering provides small grants and
programs that seek to address the systemic injustices. Reading Changes Lives, the
UCC’s newest all-church initiative, is a program that focuses on literacy, stateside and
abroad. 

Your gifts matter! As a community, we are changing lives. ucc.org/nin

Florence Crittenton High School students and staff
March 2013

Lesley Del Rio and son, Leonardo.
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Scripture conveys the importance of commandments to the Christian community.
Matthew 22:36b-39 reads, “Teacher, which command in God’s Law is the most
important? Jesus said, ‘Love the Lord your God with all your passion and prayer and
intelligence. This is the most important, the first on any list. But there is a second to set
alongside it: Love others as well as you love yourself.’”

As a 2013 Neighbors in Need (NIN) grant recipient, Over-the-Rhine (OTR) Learning
Center in Cincinnati, Ohio, embodies this vital principle. OTR Learning Center’s mission
is to provide easy access for teens and adults in the Over-the-Rhine area to achieve their
literacy and life goals in an environment sensitive to their unique challenges. For the past
10 years, they have been attacking locally the global problem of low literacy rates.

Housed at Philippus United Church of Christ, OTR Learning Center has a small staff
with volunteers who tutor up to two dozen students, from teenagers to adults over 80.
They have three program levels: 

1) Basic Reading Program
2) Bridge to GED Program
3) GED Test Preparation Program. 

Each student is in an appropriately-leveled curriculum tailored to meet her or his
individual needs and goals in an effort to foster success!
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Director Leslie Cook takes pride in her work at the center and its continued
accomplishments. She shares a few of its achievements. “Literacy student Faye B
came to the U.S. from Senegal 17 years ago and speaks Senegalese and French,”
Cook says. “His ultimate goal with us is to earn a GED, but he first needs to become
proficient in reading English. So, working with his trained tutor, Kevin, a local
actor/director, he receives personalized tutoring two times each week. He is moving
quickly through the curriculum—three grade levels already.”

Cook adds, “We anticipate that Faye will graduate from our Basic Reading Program
within this year and move into our Bridge to GED program next to further develop his
reading skills in preparation for future work in the GED curriculum. We know of no
other program in the city in which Faye could reach his literacy goals with such
individualized attention — after all, it did take him 17 years to find us.”

OTR Learning Center staff and volunteers recognize that their program is “basically the
last chance” for many of the students to reach their literacy life goals. Even though
student retention is notoriously low in adult literacy programs nationwide, the center
focuses on “the now” for every new student, and gives them their all, no matter what.

With students receiving Christ-centered care and attention, they are less likely to fall
into systemic cracks and become statistics. 

Did you know? The link between academic failure and delinquency, violence, and
crime is welded to reading. Your support of the NIN offering provides small grants for
programs such as this. Reading Changes Lives, the UCC’s newest all-church initiative,
is focused on literacy.

Donate today! As a community, we are changing lives. ucc.org/nin 

Proud student on her
graduation day.

Tutor and student on his graduation day. Faye (left) with his tutor, Kevin,
proudly displays his certificate.
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