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Mentors Create Hope in Teen’s Future

Paul Hunter never saw himself as a grandfather for hire, but when he began volunteering at Safe Harbor, he saw how quickly teens responded to his gray hair, quiet strength and wise smile. “In my time, my grandparents had a say in how I was brought up, and I was able to confide in them,” he explains. “Grandparents knew what to expect, and these kids know they can trust them.
Hunter’s kind and knowing presence has helped turn things around for a couple of troubled teens. They have affected his life too. Several years ago he came out of retirement to serve as the New Site Development Director where he scouts new areas for refuge sites to be built. In Birmingham there are seven refuge sites where teens and their families meet once every week for 12 weeks to face and repair their personal hardships. 
Safe Harbor’s refuge program is faith-based. Hunter believes that faith can help anyone through a tough time. “Seeing the impact I have made on these teens and their families continues to renew my belief that one can make a difference in the world.”

Family friends, Paul Berry and Gail Clark, officially founded Safe Harbor in 1998. The Berry family was having a tough time dealing with their daughter’s substance abuse struggle. They tried all the necessary therapy and drug treatment centers, but she eventually relapsed. 

Berry and his wife found comfort at their church throughout their daughter’s struggle. He mentioned the tough situation to friend Gail Clark, also a member of the church, and they both put their heads together to find a solution to help reassure families during this difficult time.
Safe Harbor’s creation arose from the fact there needed to be a type of safe haven where teens and their families received support. “Safe Harbor is a non-intimidating place where teens can safely express themselves,” explains Jimmy King, a site leader at the Hueytown location. “Parents can feel lost and uncomfortable as how to handle a rebellious teen.” The difference between Safe Harbor and other treatment programs around Alabama is Safe Harbor approaches the situation using faith and talking to both the teenagers and their families. “Our teens are hurting and looking for love in all the wrong places,” explains former volunteer Aimee Patton. “They need a place of refuge and people they can trust and love.”
The success of Safe Harbor is not complete without the help of countless volunteers. Young and old have come through the doors to mentor teens and encourage families. Volunteering is a joy for King who has been with the organization for several years. “I just love the feeling of seeing a young adult turn his or her life around and know that I may have had a tiny impact on their lives,” he said. He knows what a positive impact a caring adult can have on a troubled teen. 
Becoming a volunteer at Safe Harbor takes a special kind of person. Teens are more likely afraid to open up to strangers for fear of being misjudged. “Volunteers who choose to mentor teens must make a conscious effort not to judge,” explains King. “We are here to listen with open ears and an open heart and I believe young adults appreciate and respect us for it.” Volunteers go through prior training with a clinical psychologist to understand the various situations teens and their families are going through. “It was sad seeing hurt families in the beginning,” explains Patton. “It was awesome in the end seeing how much they had changed, even just a little bit. I am always amazed at how God is always working and changing hearts.”
Becoming a volunteer is simple. Safe Harbor is seeking individuals looking to serve their community. Volunteers must be at least 18 years of age and can fill the role of a teen mentor, parent encourager or prayer member. Becoming a mentor is a serious commitment to a teen. Volunteers must understand they are committed for a 12 week period. As mentioned a licensed clinical psychologist is brought in during training to insure mentors are able to effectively understand why a teen makes certain decisions and how to give proper advice. 
Other volunteer roles include a parent encourager or prayer team member. Parent encouragers have been through a similar situation and can offer support to the families as they go through the program. Prayer team is a group of people who offer support and prayers to the teen and family in need. All volunteer roles work together so teens and their families have a smooth transition during the program. 
Paul Hunter, Jimmy King, Aimee Patton and others have devoted their time to positively enriching a teenager’s life. The concept of listening may seem simple to some, but it can make a world of difference to a teen. Those in the program have truly valued the time spent with their mentors. What began as a turbulent situation for one family, has turned into a place where teens and their family can repair the family dynamic to become whole again. 

