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Opening Remarks

Valerie’s Story: (Personal experience with Bryan Mize, PR director)
A few years ago, I went to the medical clinic on our Waco campus to interview a staff member for a story. While I was there, I met Valerie, one of our teenage residents, in the waiting room. As we talked, I learned that Valerie enjoyed singing and writing praise songs as a way to express her gratitude to God for His help during some difficult times in her life. 

I asked Valerie if she had a favorite song, hoping that she would be willing to share just a few words with me. Much to my surprise, she replied, “Yes, can I sing it for you?” As she began to sing, she filled the waiting room with her beautiful voice. God blessed me that morning through Valerie’s special gifts and talents, especially knowing that most of our youth lack the confidence to sing or speak publicly or around people they do not know.

After she finished her song, I asked Valerie if I could take a few photos of her so she could give them to her family. Before taking the photos, she asked if she could leave the room. When she returned, I noticed Valerie had brushed her hair and added a fresh coat of bright red lipstick.

After I took a few photos, Valerie told me the reason she wanted to put on the lipstick. Before she came to the Home, she was abused by an acquaintance of her family. One night, when she was crying in her bedroom, her mother came in and hugged her. She then handed her a container of lipstick and told her, “Valerie, even though you’re battered and bruised, you’re still beautiful to me.”

Since that night, Valerie carried that lipstick in her pocket. In times of personal struggle, she reached into her pocket so she could feel the lipstick to find strength and comfort as she remembered the words of her mother that night. When she came into our care, Valerie brought the baggage of her hurtful past as she struggled to overcome the abuse and poor self-esteem. During the two years she was in our care, she encountered staff members who expressed God’s love to her in many ways and helped her to begin to discover peace and healing in her life. 

MCH Overview

This morning, I want to talk about ways God uses our staff and friends like you to offer hope to at-risk children and youth across Texas and New Mexico. It is no surprise to anyone here today that children and youth are facing challenges and crises that many of us can’t even begin to understand. There is a tremendous need for ministries like Methodist Children’s Home to reach out to at-risk children and youth who are burdened by what seem like insurmountable obstacles.  The message Valerie’s mother shared with her daughter that night is the same message we send to all children and youth in our care ... even though you have been battered and bruised by the storms of life, you are still beautiful to us ... and, most importantly, you are still beautiful to God. 

Methodist Children’s Home was founded in 1890. During that time, our programs and services have changed to meet the specific needs of children, but our mission has remained the same.  Our mission is to offer hope to children, youth and families who are struggling to overcome the effects  of abuse, neglect, abandonment, poverty, broken family relationships, homelessness, failure in school, or drug or alcohol abuse. 

In many cases, like Valerie, children are the innocent victims of a family crisis, while some children and youth grow up in strong and stable homes but choose to rebel and make poor decisions that can drastically change the course of their lives. In either case, the outcome of each crisis often leads to a sense of failure, shattered self-esteem and an overall sense of hopelessness. 

Although Methodist Children’s Home was founded as a ministry to orphans, we are no longer an orphanage. Our children are voluntarily placed in our care by parents or guardians, and we offer a comprehensive program of care through our residential programs, private foster care and other services. We are nationally-accredited and widely-respected as a leading child care agency in the United States. 

When many people think about Methodist Children’s Home, they think about our Waco campus, although our programs and services span two states. Residential care has always been the heart of our ministry. We serve 170 teenagers on our Waco campus, 50 youth at our Boys Ranch, which is located 10 miles northeast of Waco, and 40 youth in a residential program in Waxahachie.  

All of our youth in residential programs experience personal growth through positive relationships with staff and normal childhood experiences. They go to school, either in our own charter school or in local public schools; they participate in athletics, livestock shows, student leadership groups and other activities; they hold part-time jobs in their community; they enjoy going to movies and the mall; they volunteer to participate in community service projects; they attend worship, discipleship activities and summer mission trips as they learn about God’s love, forgiveness, mercy and grace; and they enjoy just being kids. They are just like other youth in our community, except that the circumstances of their lives have led them to safe havens like Methodist Children’s Home. 

Foster care is another significant part of our ministry. Today, we are serving about 160 children in loving homes throughout Texas. Our foster families are committed to providing a temporary refuge as families go through crisis situations. Foster care is offered through 11 outreach offices across Texas. One of the significant strengths of our foster care program is that our foster families have the freedom to share God’s love with the boys and girls in their care and involve them in the life of their church. In addition to foster care, we serve several hundred children in Texas and New Mexico through a variety of family and community services. 

With the large number of children we serve, we are often asked how we determine our success. It’s a difficult question to answer because success means something different for each child in our care. However, one tangible way we can see the impact of our ministry is by looking at the size of our graduating class. In recent years, we have graduated more than 40 high school seniors each spring. Many of these graduates would tell you that they never dreamed they would earn a high school diploma. Following graduation, youth attend college or trade schools, enter the workforce, or enlist in the military. This fall, we have 76 students attending colleges throughout Texas, and we have celebrated the achievements of recent graduates of Baylor, Texas A&M and the University of Texas, among others. 

In addition to residential care and foster care, we have programs that address specific needs in society and our communities, such as our Grandparents As Parents Program. In the Waco area, we currently provide assistance to 48 grandparent families, which includes 117 grandchildren, in addition to grandparents in other communities. This is a program we developed to address a specific need in our society, as an increasing number of grandparents are being called on to serve as the primary caregiver for their grandchildren. 

So this morning, as we gather together, Methodist Children’s Home is serving more than 1,400 children and youth in two states. God’s hand has been on our agency for 121 years, and we trust He will continue to use our ministry to meet the needs of at-risk children and families for years to come. 

Transition to Scripture

God’s wisdom, power, direction and protection are evident every day in the life of our ministry as we help children and youth work to overcome the hardships, challenges and obstacles in their lives. As I think about the role and influence Methodist Children’s Home and friends like you have in the lives of at-risk children, I think about the experience the Israelites faced as they camped along the border of Canaan, the Promise Land.

In the Book of Numbers, we read an account of God telling Moses to send 12 spies into Canaan to survey the territory that He had promised to give the Israelites. In Chapter 13, Moses brings together a leader from each of the 12 tribes of Israel, and he sends them across the border to scout the land and return with a report. When they returned to their camp, 10 of the spies tried to convince Moses that the Israelites should not attempt to move into the Promised Land. They described fortified cities and strong and powerful people. In fact, they described some of the people as giants, and in verse 33 of Chapter 13, they said that the giants made the spies feel like grasshoppers. The spies were fearful of the unknown and threatened by those living in Canaan. 

However, when the remaining two spies, Joshua and Caleb, heard the reports given by the 10 spies, they challenged Moses to move forward. In verse 30 of Ch. 13, we read: “Caleb silenced the people before Moses and said, ‘We should go up and take possession of the land, for we can certainly do it.”

So why were Joshua and Caleb convinced that the Israelites could successfully move into Canaan? We find the answer in Chapter 14, vs. 7-10: “The land we passed through and explored is exceedingly good. If the Lord is pleased with us, He will lead us into that land … and will give it to us. Only do not rebel against the Lord. And do not be afraid of the people of the land, because we will swallow them up. Their protection is gone, but the Lord is with us. Do not be afraid of them.” The difference in the two reports was a matter of perspective and faith.  

If we continue to read Numbers and other books of the Old Testament, we find that the Israelites did indeed move into Canaan where they enjoyed times of obedience and rich blessing, and experienced times of disobedience and discipline. God blessed Joshua and Caleb for the faith and trust they placed in Him, but the other 10 spies were struck down before the Israelites entered the Promise Land because of their lack of faith and dependence of the Lord. 

As I read about the experience of the spies and their expedition into Canaan, I think about the influence Methodist Children’s Home has in the lives of at-risk children. The different reports from the spies were influenced by their level of faith in God’s power and presence to help them confront the challenges and obstacles in their way. The 10 spies who tried to talk Moses out of moving forward looked at all of the potential barriers and challenges that seemed insurmountable. They were defeated before they even tried to enter Canaan. On the other hand, Joshua and Caleb exhibited tremendous faith in God, knowing that He would carry them and empower them to successfully deal with the challenges and obstacles they would face. They knew the Israelites would be blessed through God’s power, strength and protection as they faced significant challenges. 

In some respects, the young people we serve at Methodist Children’s Home are like the 10 spies. When many youth come into our care, they are burdened by despair, a sense of failure, poor self-esteem, and insecurity. For much of their childhood, they were beaten down by hurtful words and actions, their spirits are broken, and they lack an understanding of the power God can provide in their lives. When they come to Methodist Children’s Home, they, like the 10 spies, are not equipped to deal with the giants and challenges they face. 

The staff and friends of Methodist Children’s Home are called to be the Joshuas and Calebs in the lives of these children and youth. We must help them overcome the burdens of their past and uncertainties about the future by helping them gain an understanding of God’s love and unique plan for their lives. We must equip them to overcome their past and face a future of hope, promise and purpose. 


Lloyd’s story: (Personal experience with Bryan Mize, PR director)
This past summer, I attended a family day at our Boys Ranch. Our youth and their families enjoyed fishing, horseback riding and other activities. Some of our youth held a demonstration of our Alpine Tower challenge course for their families. The 50-foot tower features a variety of challenges designed to help youth develop confidence, trust and a sense of achievement.

Lloyd, a resident at our Boys Ranch, was determined to try to climb to the top of the tower for the first time since he arrived at the Ranch. As family, staff and youth began to gather to encourage Lloyd, he cautiously climbed to the first level of the tower. With the encouragement of those watching, Lloyd slowly made his way up the tower, and as he reached each level, he took more time to begin to ascend to the next level. As he held onto the safety ropes and support poles, he tried to reach deep inside for the courage to keep climbing the tower, although he wanted to give up and make his way back down to solid ground. 

As I watched this experience unfold, I thought about the way it clearly demonstrates our mission. On his own, Lloyd did not have the inner strength or courage to climb the tower, but as the size of the crowd and verbal support grew, so did Lloyd’s desire to overcome his fears. Soon, chants of “You can do it Lloyd!” and “Don’t quit Lloyd!” began to increase in volume. As Lloyd faced his fears, the support he received from family and friends, and his desire to overcome this giant in his life, provided the strength and drive he needed to successfully climb the Alpine Tower.

As Lloyd neared the top of the tower, one of his friends, Austin, quickly climbed his way to the top from another area of the course. Austin wanted to be there to welcome Lloyd to the top of the tower. When Lloyd pulled his way to the top deck and looked down at the crowd beneath him, he placed his hand over his heart, as if he was trying to slow down the rapid heartbeat that increased as he climbed higher and higher. As they listened to the applause and cheers from below, Lloyd and Austin relished this significant achievement in Lloyd’s life. 

Lloyd soon discovered that the ride down the support ropes of the course is much quicker than the climb to the top. When his feet touched the ground, he was swarmed by family, staff and youth as they greeted him with hugs and high-fives. The look of relief and accomplishment on Lloyd’s face was evidence that he faced, and defeated, one of the giants in his life. Our staff, youth and the families who were blessed to be part of that experience were the Joshuas and Calebs in Lloyd’s life that day. 

Children and youth, like Valerie and Lloyd, are blessed to have caring staff members who are committed to their personal growth and success. They are blessed to benefit from quality programs, services, facilities and activities. And they are blessed to have friends like you who empower our ministry to offer hope to children and youth as a result of your prayers, encouragement and financial support. 


Christmas Offering
In the coming weeks, United Methodist congregations across Texas and New Mexico are taking up a Christmas offering to help meet the daily needs of the children in our care. The Christmas offering began in the Texas Conference in the late 1890s, and it is vital to our health and success today.  [Note: The following statement may not apply to your church … I want to thank your church family for participating in the Christmas offering this year.]  Your gifts, whether they come through this special offering or at other times of the year, support the direct care of our children, not administrative costs. Since we receive no monies from church apportionments, and less than five percent of our budget comes from state or federal funds, we depend on the generosity of our friends throughout the year. And, while only two percent of our funding comes from family support, no child is ever denied admission based on the family’s financial situation.

Story: Three Sisters

Two years ago, three teenage sisters were placed in our care on the Waco campus. When they toddlers, their aunt took custody of all three girls after they suffered from neglect and abuse in their family. Although their aunt loved the girls, she could not maintain the care she wanted to provide her nieces due to the financial strain. She placed the girls in our foster care program, where they lived until they moved into our residential program. During their first year on the Waco campus, Christmas took on a special meaning for the girls. They enjoyed helping their friends and staff decorate their home unit, and they anticipated the month-long celebration of Christmas. While they attended our annual Carols and Candles worship service, volunteers and staff stacked gifts around the Christmas tree in every home unit. When the three sisters returned to their home after the worship service and saw their gifts, they were truly impacted by the visible expression of love. One of their staff members told us later, “They were overwhelmed by the support and couldn’t believe that people would provide gifts for kids they didn’t even know.” 

Closing

Many of our children and youth experience Christmas for the first time when they come into our care, and some of them had never made the connection between Christmas and the life-changing message of the birth of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  But thanks to you and our other friends in congregations throughout Texas and New Mexico, we are able to offer hope and a Christ-filled Christmas to at-risk children and youth and proclaim the message of Christ throughout the year. 

Thank you for giving me this opportunity to share about Methodist Children’s Home. And, I want to thank you for the ministry your church family offers children, youth and their families. God is using your church and Methodist Children’s Home to help children and youth defeat the giants in their lives.

I encourage you to visit our website or schedule a campus tour so you can learn more about our ministry and see how your support is making a difference in the lives of at-risk children. And please continue to pray for Methodist Children’s Home, our leadership, staff and, most importantly, the children and youth in our care. We look forward to continuing our partnership with you as we work together to serve as Joshuas and Calebs to children, youth and families in our community. 

