Congregational Transformation Grant for Covenant Presbyterian Church
“Removing the Bushel:  Darkness to Light”

     Note the anxiety surrounding the likelihood of a significant flu epidemic this year.  It’s rather startling.  In truth, we are already in the midst of a terrifying and damaging epidemic:  child sexual abuse.  1 in 4 girls and 1 in 6 boys suffer child sexual abuse before they are eighteen.  We talk with our children about good touches and bad touches, and we tell them not to talk to strangers, but what are we really doing to keep them safe?  What are the grown ups doing?

     For the past several years, we have asked all our commissions and ministry teams at Covenant to set goals and evaluate their work based on this threefold call to faithfulness:  Love God.  Love Others.  Make Disciples.  Because we know ourselves to be beloved of God, we yearn to love God back, and in doing so we are led to love others.  We are led to love children and to do everything we can to make it possible for them to grow up knowing themselves loved by God and called to good work in the world.  How can we expect children who have been sexually abused to readily believe and live within such powerful love?  It is our job, our call, to do everything we can to love our children, all the children of the world, and to love them enough to work hard to keep them safe.
     Darkness to Light is a non-profit organization working to defend against child sexual abuse so that more children will grow up healthy and whole.  The training they have created, Stewards of Children, raises awareness of the prevalence and consequences of child sexual abuse by educating adults about the steps they can take to prevent, recognize, and react responsibly to the reality of child sexual abuse.

     Like many other churches, Covenant has a child and youth protection policy.  Part of that policy requires that we educate anyone who works with children and youth in our congregation about the abuse of children.  We were not satisfied with the training we offered, and after some significant research and good advice, we paid for two of our staff to become facilitators of the Stewards of Children workshops.  We recommitted ourselves to keeping our children safe, and we have begun the process of retraining our volunteers and of encouraging all our adult members to attend Stewards of Children workshops.

     This program is so powerful and convicting that we have decided to offer it to outside organizations who use our facilities.   We have a preschool as part of our ministry at Covenant; the parents of those students would benefit from this training to prevent and respond to child sexual abuse.  A Jewish congregation  worships here, and children are part of that faith community.   Drama classes, art classes, Upper Arlington recreation classes, music recitals and lessons, scout meetings –  all these things happen in our building and serve children.  We have learned a great deal about practicing hospitality, and now we would like to extend that into deeper service by equipping adults in these groups with tools that can help us all keep children safe and whole.   We plan to invite representatives from the organizations to whom we offer hospitality to attend the Stewards of Children training programs free of charge.  This training is so good that we expect leaders of other organizations to encourage all or most of the adults in their groups to attend future trainings sessions.
     Christ calls us to go out into the world, and Covenant has been earnestly seeking more ways to do this.  Ours is an aging congregation, though young families are beginning to join again.  We do not have a huge number of children on our rosters, but our congregation has a heart for children.  Many of us do not feel called to personally work with children but still feel called to nurture, serve, and protect them.  We have resources, and we have many members who are good at networking.  We have what is required to encourage and enable adults in our community to protect our children.

     We have begun that work by training two of our staff so that they can facilitate the Stewards of Children workshops.  The cost of this was about $1800, and our Personnel Commission paid that bill.  We have purchased 50 interactive workbooks that are required for the training at $15 a piece; Children’s Ministry Commission committed this $750, hoping to have this money paid back by workshop participants, and realizing that anyone unable to pay the $15 will still be trained.  Our Adult Spiritual Development and Learning Commission is spending a couple of hundred dollars on educational material about children and sexuality and about child sexual abuse for our library.  The congregation is continuing to offer the time of our Associate Pastor and of our Director of Education to implement this program and to conduct workshops.
     As we continue to train our congregation, we will issue invitations to groups who use our church facilities.  This Fall we will create a contact list of organizations in our community to whom we can present the Stewards of Children program.  This winter we will contact these organizations and explain the training we have to offer.  Our congregation will use our community contacts to spread the word about the importance of training adults to recognize and combat child sexual abuse.

     As we move out into the community, word of mouth will be important in reaching more people.  But in this age of the constant influx of information and so much to worry about , we need to get the attention of our audience in as many ways as possible.  With a good media campaign and carefully planned contacts with various community leaders in school, preschools, area churches, and other organizations that serve children, we can offer skills that will make all these places in our community much safer for children.
     We need this grant to fund our outreach and media campaign.  For $3500 we can purchase a licensing agreement that will give us access to Darkness to Light’s professionally produced television and radio ads.  We will be able to put our church’s name on these ads so that people can contact us directly for more information and for training.  For $900 we can purchase an “ROS” package on channel 4’s website (or a comparable web based advertisement package).  This media package includes a letterboard, skyscraper and display ad that allows viewers to watch the Darkness to Light Video.  With the additional six hundred dollars we are requesting, we will be able to run print ads in local papers with information about particular training workshops.

    Darkness to Light has many resources available to us and has done a great deal of research about how to best reach, influence and train our communities.   Their experience has shown that community-based sexual abuse prevention campaigns should strive to train five per cent of the adults in their communities.  In most communities, the adult population is approximately 75% of the total.  Based on training impact data that Darkness to Light has collected, we predict that for each adult trained, 10 children have the potential to be protected from sexual abuse.  If you calculate 5% of the adult population and multiply that number by 10, the result is approximately the number of children in the community.  There are approximately 32,000 people in Upper Arlington, Ohio, and there are approximately 755, 000 people living in Franklin County.  
     Covenant is situated in Upper Arlington; our members come from down the street and across town:  Powell, Dublin, Hilliard, Grandview, for example.  Our ministry will not be limited to Upper Arlington, though that will be our first target of influence.  5% of 32,000 is 1600.  Imagine the potential impact of training 1600 adults about how to keep children safe.  Think about how this mission will be a light to the world, a visible sign of Christ’s love and care and protection.  Christ calls adults to be brave and passionate in their commitment to helping children grow in faith and love.

     With funds from our congregation, we can purchase more interactive training workbooks that are “co-branded.”  We can include information about our ministry to children within the workbooks themselves, and spread the word about the way we share God’s love at Covenant.

     We plan to have everything in place, having already made many community contacts, for this media campaign to take place in Fall of 2010.  Having trained many in our community already, we will have a solid base of support and community interest so that these ads will have maximum impact.

     Partial funding would mean that we would need to scale back or defer our media campaign, and we would be very interested in working with the PSV Transformation Committee to pursue additional avenues of funding.

     The effectiveness of this ministry will be evaluated and reflected upon by our Children’s Ministry and Youth Commissions, our staff, and our Session.   
