Battle-weary from Culture Wars? Try The Caring Place
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Document Text
If the United States could bottle the furious energy that has gone into fighting America's culture wars, we could tell Saudi Arabia to take its oil and go suck eggs.

But it's hard to imagine a cease-fire, because on abortion, stem cell research, the Iraq war, gay rights, poverty and prayer in schools, conservatives and liberals are miles apart and entrenched.

Since the Nov. 2 election, John Kerry voters appear to be going through the proverbial five stages of grief, with many stuck on anger. George W. Bush supporters pepper the air waves and newspapers with calls for those Americans who voted against the president to get with his program or pipe down. Ever since the campaign signs started sprouting on lawns, people have looked at their neighbors through a different lens.

While debate is the lifeblood of democracy, I question how much stock to put in the powers of persuasion for resolving some of those issues.

There are, however, some areas in which even the bitterest of political and cultural foes can find common ground. One small example of that is an establishment called The Caring Place, founded by an extraordinary woman named Mary Ellen Griffin.

In 1996, Griffin opened The Caring Place in downtown Allentown to give inner-city children a place to go after school, to broaden their horizons and to get tutoring, attention and hugs while gaining life skills -- all for free.

Starting the youth center for kids ages 6 to 18 was a leap of faith, even for Griffin, a devout Christian who felt called by God to do so. The African-American mother of two gave up her job with the Allentown Housing Authority, and she and her husband, Steven, an engineer at Agere, put all their money into getting The Caring Place going.

Griffin, who takes no salary, runs The Caring Place on a shoestring budget with the help of an all-volunteer staff that includes a passel of Muhlenberg College students and several of Griffin's relatives.

When I visited the youth center last week, teens and preteens were taking lessons on etiquette from Muhlenberg students before heading to the center kitchen to bake brownies. Teens walked in off the street, stopping to give Griffin unsolicited hugs before joining the others. Griffin encourages academic excellence and loves to talk about the kids who have gone on to college or jobs but return to visit.

"She is the real deal," Valerie Lane, director of community service and outreach at Muhlenberg, told me. "It's just an amazing place."

More than two dozen Muhlenberg students volunteer at the center, tutoring kids and running an exercise program, Lane said. While Griffin's faith is the impetus behind The Caring Place, Lane said, "she doesn't proselytize at all."

My guess is she doesn't have to. People who live their beliefs are powerful messengers. "I live and breathe God," Griffin told me. But she said one of her best volunteers is an atheist. "I love her to death. We clicked the first time we met."

What matters is their common cause. Not surprisingly, The Caring Place has Democrats and Republicans on its board of directors and has served about 550 kids of diverse religions and ethnicities this year.

What it doesn't have much of is cash. With no steady stream of money, the center has to survive on donations and occasional grants.

The Caring Place won't resolve the debates over abortion or gay rights. Yet it strikes me as the kind of place that the religious right, the religious left and the happily secular ought to support if they believe in living the values they tout. A place that stresses academic excellence, kindness, self-sufficiency, good manners -- what's not to like?
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