Hugging despair away ** Kids find warm hearts, lessons and a clinic at The Caring Place
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Document Text
As a caseworker for the Allentown Housing Authority, Mary Griffin saw a lot, but nothing prepared her for the little 6-year-old girl who wanted to kill herself.

The child, whose mother was a prostitute, was regularly ousted from her bed in the middle of the night so her mother could "work."

"It was the most heartbreaking thing," Griffin says. "This little girl hadn't even lived yet."

All Griffin could do was give the child a doll to hold in the middle of the night to remind her someone cared about her.

But the image of the neglected child stayed with her, and not long after, says Griffin, God called her to create a place where children could be loved and learn in a safe environment.

Since 1996, that place -- The Caring Place Youth Development Center in Allentown -- has served more than 500 children a year, while operating on a shoestring budget.

"This is my mission," says Griffin, a strong, but soft-spoken woman who runs The Caring Place as a full-time volunteer. "I know this is what I'm supposed to be doing."

Recently Griffin's story of making a difference "one child at a time" reached a national audience when she was featured in the February issue of Family Circle magazine.

When she quit her job as a caseworker to open the Caring Place in the basement of an Allentown church, her family was a bit shocked, says Griffin.

"I had a new baby and I needed a new car," she says. "They thought I was crazy because we cashed in everything to start this."

Her husband, Steven, "gasped at first but then he understood," she recalls.

Griffin, who grew up outside Emmaus across the street from a farm, where she chased chickens and learned to milk a cow, went from stoop to stoop in downtown Allentown talking to residents and asking them what their children needed.

"I needed to be invited in," she says. "You can't force this on people by saying "This is what you need."'

The Caring Place opened with 12 children. It offered tutoring, a choir and a food bank.

Within six months, it outgrew its space. Griffin found a vacant building at 931 Hamilton Street.

Relying on grants and donations, Griffin started an afternoon program that includes tutoring, mentoring, piano lessons, science lab, history lessons and a computer lab.

The 30 to 40 children who come daily get hugs as soon as they walk in the door. A colorful mural with the words "The road to success leads uphill" adorns one wall, and a mirror surrounded by signed photos of famous people, such as Colin Powell, Denzel Washington, Oprah Winfrey and Paul Newman, fills the other.

Griffin who has outfitted the entire space frugally from auctions and yard sales, says that while the carpet may be stained, the kids know she is doing her best.

She started serving hot food after school when she realized the snacks she had been giving the children were sometimes their evening meal. Food for the meals is the center's most pressing need, she says. On slimmer days, soup is served.

"They will never have a hungry day," says Griffin. "I think we know a hundred different ways to make hamburger."

Although she's barely able to pay rent on the building, Griffin says she was called by God to add a health clinic on the fourth floor after seeing children with infected cuts and fevers.

When she asked families why they didn't go to clinics, they told her they couldn't afford another bill and couldn't sit all day waiting to be seen.

"Even though they're poor doesn't mean they have to treated poorly," she says.

The clinic at The Caring Place, operated by volunteers from Lehigh Valley Hospital, is like a doctor's office "with a lot of love," Griffin says.

The main focus of the center is academics. After school, children do homework, get tutored or work on computers, something many don't have at home.

"We don't play," Griffin says. "We strongly urge them to get an education. Without it, they can't go anywhere. The days of Mack Trucks and Bethlehem Steel, where you could get a good paying job with no education, are gone."

Griffin also enforces manners and respect at the center. Boys must open the doors for the girls and remove their hats once inside.

"It's like Grandma's house," says Griffin. "We love you, but you must behave."

Discipline is needed infrequently, because the children "know we respect them," Griffin says.

Occasionally, a child may be asked to leave but the door is always left open for them to come back.

"And I'm sometimes shocked, because they do," Griffin says.

Griffin also started an entrepreneurship program in which children learn how to run a business by operating an attached cafe that serves sandwiches and coffee. All the proceeds go back into the program.

Griffin is proud that many of "her kids" go on to college.

Among them was Tyrone Riddick, who went through the center's mentoring program. Riddick says The Caring Place gave him guidance and a positive influence. After graduating from Howard University, he returned and works as the center's program coordinator.

"I want to show these kids how to reach their full potential," Riddick says. "With the right guidance, they can follow their dreams like I did."

The center is now run by four full-time and two part-time employees as well as 20-25 volunteers, many of whom are parents and kids who have graduated from the program. Griffin continues to be a full-time volunteer and the center still struggles financially.

"Some months are slimmer than others," she says. "It may not seem like we have a lot, but we have more than we had last year. All I ask is we continue to grow."

Griffin says with certainty, the center will one day be in California, Chicago, Philadelphia and Washington, D.C., "but whether I'll be here to see it, I don't know."

During the 12 years she has run the center, her two children have grown and her family has weathered the financial strain.

"I'm not here to accumulate stuff," she says. "I'm here to do this job and God takes care of us. There's no other way to explain it."

Sometimes, however, she gets discouraged, particularly when something breaks and she has to pick up a hammer or wrench herself to fix it.

"This is hard," says Griffin. "Sometimes I quit. But in the morning when the sun comes up, I'm back."

She hopes the national exposure will inspire others to start their own centers.

"I thank God for the opportunity," she says. "Getting us out there helps us get better."
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