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Wanted: A Few Strong Hearts
Michelle, age 17, was on the path to achieve success. She was in her senior year of high school, had a 3.4 grade point average and was accepted to a prestigious college.  All of a sudden her grades started to drop, she began hanging out late and, sadly, Michelle became a drug user. Alarmed Michelle’s parents took her to therapy and treatment, but Michelle quickly relapsed into her old ways. One night at their church, a guest speaker gave a highly successful speech about how an organization called Safe Harbor used one on one mentoring to help teens and families put their lives back together. Michelle’s parents were running out of options so they took a gamble and enrolled their daughter in Safe Harbor. The first time Michelle met her mentor, she noticed how kind the mentor’s face was and how carefully she listened. At first, Michelle was not keen on opening up to a complete stranger, but as the weeks went by, she began to trust and confide in her mentor.

By the end of the program, Michelle had made great progress. She credits her mentor for helping her stick through the entire program. “I had days where I wanted to quit, but my mentor kept me focused on the path to sobriety (Interview with Michelle Anderson, Nov 3, 2007).” Looking back on her past, she cannot believe the way she used to be. “I honestly had no idea that my current decisions would have such a negative impact on my future. I am thankful to God for sending a gracious, caring angel into my life.” 
Safe Harbor was founded in 1998 by parents wanting to create an environment where teens are encouraged to seek the help they need. Seven refuge sites are located throughout Birmingham where teens and their families meet once a week for 12 weeks to face and repair their personal hardships. This is done in a confidential and positive environment through instruction and support. The program is faith-based. 

Safe Harbor’s mentoring programs have helped an estimated 5,000 teens since its opening in 1998 (thesafeharbor.org). Volunteers make up 97% percent of the organization (Interview with Paul Hunter, Nov 2, 2007). Safe Harbor depends on volunteers to accompany the teens and families throughout the program. The REFUGE schedule calls for a significant commitment from the volunteers, but their personal responsibilities may force some to drop out of the program. In this situation the teen may begin the program with one mentor and end with a different one. We want to combat this inconsistency and recruit teen mentors for the duration of the 12 week program. Teens who have a mentor during their time of need are twice as likely to abandon their drug habit (Mentoringminds.com). We want Safe Harbor to be an organization included in these statistics. Today I want to talk to you about why volunteers are important to Safe Harbor, how to become a volunteer and the benefits of being a volunteer at Safe Harbor. 

Safe Harbor relies heavily on volunteer support for such roles as mentors, parent encouragers and prayer teams. Once they enter the program, teens receive a mentor who offers them the opportunity to gain self-respect, acceptance and security. Similar organizations such as the Boys and Girls Club of America have found that one to one mentoring has significant positive effects on youth. The data collected says, 64% of mentored teens develop higher levels of self – confidence and 60% reported improved relationships with adults. Parent encouragers stand by the family and offer support as family members cope with the stress and uncertainty of living with and loving a troubled teen. In addition prayer teams meet to pray for teens and their families as needed and to educate members about the organization and how Safe Harbor’s mission relates to God. Now that I have told you the importance of volunteering, I will tell you how simple it is to become involved with Safe Harbor. 
Safe Harbor is looking for able-bodied individuals who seek a challenging way to serve their communities. In the words of Marian W. Edelman, “Service is the rent we pay to be living. It is the very purpose of life and not something we do in our spare time.”  There are opportunities for three types of volunteers: teen mentors, parent encouragers and prayer team members.  Our top priority is having enough mentors for the teenagers. By becoming a mentor you make a positive impact on a teen’s life. You may ask, “Do I need special training or skills to effectively converse with the teens?” During training Safe Harbor provides a clinical psychologist who discusses communication and other critical topics while answering volunteer questions. Another question you may ask is, “What attributes do I need to become involved?”  All we ask is for a strong desire to help others and a positive attitude, which is key in helping teens overcome difficult times. We do want our volunteers to be conscious of the fact that they are not here to judge any teen in the program. Teens need someone to listen to them and help them figure out what decisions they can make to overcome their obstacles. As you can imagine some of the teens, like Michelle, who enter our program may think they were forced into this situation and will most likely be uncomfortable, at first, talking to complete strangers about their problems. 
For those who may not want to mentor, Safe Harbor offers positions as parent encouragers and prayer team members. We need support volunteers as well. If you have skills in public relations, maintenance, education or administrative roles, Safe Harbor will gladly put your talents to good use.

We will not fool you. Helping these teens calls for a substantial time commitment, which has been the biggest single challenge facing our volunteer system. Now that I’ve told you how to become a volunteer, I will the share the benefits of being a volunteer at Safe Harbor.
 Safe Harbor volunteers have a profound effect on the organization. In our case we owe them our existence. As a volunteer mentoring a teen provides great joy. Seeing a young person whose life was in turmoil and then watching them turn it around is truly an example of God’s work. 
You can take the opportunity to reach out and turn a life around. You can take the teen you mentored out to dinner or throw a party to show them your appreciation and respect for them when they complete the program. You can form new bonds with team members and the community.  You will have the chance to be a leader in the organization.  Also imagine the feeling you have knowing you have made a difference in a teen’s life.  There is no greater feeling than watching a teen get their first job, return to school and repair relationships with their parents. What makes Safe Harbor different is we see mentoring as a relationship between two people.
In a minute I will distribute Safe Harbor’s church media kit, which contains more information on becoming a mentor or a general volunteer. The kit also offers general background information on Safe Harbor and contact information.
I have told you why volunteers are important at Safe Harbor, why you should become a volunteer and the benefits of being a volunteer at Safe Harbor. We need mentors at Safe Harbor to help teens guide their future away from substance abuse and rebellion and onwards to great success. Whether you become a general volunteer or a mentor, participating at Safe Harbor gives you the chance to help another in this world. Imagine all the benefits the family, teens and you will encounter by being apart of Safe Harbor. 
In the words of Sherry Anderson, “Volunteers don’t get paid, not because they’re worthless, but because they’re priceless.”
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