Posted on Sat, Feb. 19, 2011 
SPECIAL TO THE TELEGRAPH
From the Pulpit: Give back by mentoring

The Rev. Rhett D. Baird
On the birthday of Martin Luther King Jr., I began a 10-week project. Each week, I would select 10 outstanding men and women in this community, write them letters and tell them about the good work of the Mentors Project of Bibb County. 

I would invite them to consider becoming a part of this important positive energy. I would invite them to share this awareness, this opportunity, this need with others who are a part of their lives. And I would follow the letters with phone calls. 

The naming, the writing, the calling, the asking, these things I could do. What I would not do is be invested in the outcome. I would invest myself, instead, in the process. 

I drew strength from the deep belief that if you cast your net wide enough and yet focused enough, good and honorable things would happen beyond what could be planned or anticipated in any way. 

There is much good work being done in Macon by so very many good people and fine organizations. There is much yet to be done. I am learning every day what it means to be a mentor: to encourage, to affirm, to care, to be present, to listen at just the right times, to speak at just the right times. 

Sometimes I teach. Sometimes I learn. There is a deep connection between the values of affirmation lived out in being a mentor and the values of my faith tradition that relate to the inherent worth and dignity of every person. 

I have witnessed students in the Mentors Project program serving a Thanksgiving meal to the elderly at the Older Americans Council facility. They listened, they engaged the older folks, they shared stories of their lives -- in word and music. Hymns were sung by young and old. The music stirred memories of all who were there and created memories that all would carry the rest of their days. 

I witnessed students hosting a Christmas Party for homeless people, sponsored by the Mentors Project, the Macon Coalition to End Homelessness, the sponsoring churches of Loaves and Fishes and St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, where the event was held. Students prepared the tables, served the meal and helped to share Christmas gifts and blankets. 

I witnessed students laughing and enjoying themselves as they matched skills at bowling. Some of them were engaging in that activity for the first time in their lives. 

I was recently at a Mentors Project event and was asked if I could give several of the students a ride home. I was glad to do that. 

One of the students began to give me directions to get to her home. There seemed to be many turns. I began to feel like either I was lost or she was lost. 

We seemed to be in a pretty affluent area with pretty large houses. And then she said, “Around the bend, I live in the big house on the hill.” We approached and turned into the driveway. 

There was the very big house on the hill; it was the Georgia Industrial Children’s Home. 

“Call me Ishmael,” my student read last Friday night. I told him that this was a very famous first line from “Moby Dick” by Herman Melville, which the student would encounter in literature classes in high school and college and remember until he was old and gray headed. 

Together, by telephone, by appointment, we read together, from a special edition for young people, the first chapter of “Moby Dick,” taking turns reading paragraphs. It was a pretty exciting time for both of us as we began our journey together into literature and into each other’s lives, one paragraph at a time, one chapter a day, all by telephone. 

In recent weeks, we have together experienced a special exhibition at the Tubman African American Museum featuring the work of artists Faith Ringgold, Sam Gilliam, David Driskell and Curlee Raven Holton. We have enjoyed a presentation about the birth of the NAACP presented by the Youth Council, the W.I.N. Committee and the ACT-SO members. We also look forward to sharing together the History of Jazz program at Macon State College, featuring Jimmy Mills and the GQ Jazz Quintet. 

My student has lived all his life in Macon. He has collected many memories of many places in Macon in his 13 years. 

The weekend this column is printed, we will be traveling around Macon, taking photographs of a dozen places that hold some special significance for him. Then he will be writing a paragraph or two about the importance of each picture. 

Perhaps this will be the beginnings of an autobiography of a yet-to-be famous person. And it will be a kind of preparation for the two of us participating in interviewing each other during the visit to Macon by StoryCorp. 

Several weeks ago, my wife and I had the delight and honor of experiencing with our student his first play, and a really good one: Shakespeare’s “A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” performed by the Youth Actor’s Company of Theatre Macon. 

Two weeks ago, our student came away from the Washington Library with a library card and a story from me about Richard Wright and his educating himself and introducing himself to literature with the use of a library card. If you read chapter 13 of Wright’s “Black Boy,” you will never be the same. 

I now unabashedly confess to you, dear readers of this column, that I have very intentionally shared these activities with you in the hopes that you will be charmed into the idea of becoming a mentor to one of the many students who have applied for, and are waiting and hoping for, mentors in the near future. 

Being a mentor can be a fun and creative and deeply satisfying experience. I know that it is important work. I believe that there is no more important work than the encouraging of our at-risk youth to stay in school, excel academically, and believe in themselves and the possibilities of a future beyond their current imaginations. 

Each one yearns for others to believe in them, in their worth, in their potential. I hope you will want to be counted in that parade. I believe that adults in Macon can make a difference for good in the life of a student who wants so very much to be affirmed, to be acknowledged, to be encouraged to be the very best that he/she can be. 

We can do this. I know we can. It is holy and sacred work. Every one of us has the power to bless a young person through this work, and in the acts of blessing, both the mentor and the student are transformed and the world is made better. 

Draw a larger circle. Change a life. One hour a week. Call the Mentors Project of Bibb County Inc. at (478) 765-8624. 

The Rev. Rhett D. Baird is pastor at High Street Unitarian Universalist Church in Macon. 
