New Mission Congregation Brings Hope to the Inner City

Martin "Peanut" Jones is an active member of Bridge of Peace Lutheran Church in Camden, N.J., where he regularly attends Tuesday night Family Bible Study and Affirmation of Baptism class.

The fact that Peanut is only five years old and has been diagnosed with ADHD and sensory integration disorder in no way interferes with his full participation.

In fact, reports his mother Rose, one of Peanut's favorite bedtime books is the Wengert translation of Luther's Small Catechism. "[Reading this together] gave him a sense of comfort," she said, "and it helped me to know that Peanut knows that God loves him."

The Rev. Giselle Coutinho says that Peanut is an example of the vibrant membership at Bridge of Peace. "Peanut reflects Christ to usand we reflect Christ to him in the community of the baptised. It is "God's work. Our hands.' "

Bridge of Peace began as a mission development of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA). It was supported through benevolence funds from synods including the Upper Susquehanna Synod and the New Jersey Synod eight years ago and became an organized congregation in 2007. Pastor Coutinho has been with the congregation since 2006, first as mission developer and then as the called pastor.

Bridge of Peace is thriving in a community recognized as the second poorest in the country with the second highest crime rate. At the root lies strong, local lay leadership -- people like Peanut's parents, Rick and Rose. Proud parents of three adult children and three adopted foster children, they have raised awareness about autism and other developmental disabilities among the congregation.

"One of the hopes and dreams of our multicultural ministry here in Camden has been to be a 'teaching site,' that is, to share with others near and far our experiences and learnings as we build a church that is multi-racial, multicultural, multi-ethnic, and multi-lingual," said Pastor Coutinho. "As of May 30, 2008, we have grown to 140 baptised members, one-fourth white, one-fourth African American, one-fourth Latino and one-fourth of mixed ethnic background. To this end, in August 2009 we welcomed youth leaders from a number of synods for an immersion experience. Two times this year we will host students from the Lutheran Theological Seminary at Philadelphia as part of their first year of field rotations."

Among the services provided by Bridge of Peace to the community are meals and toiletries from the church's food pantry, a prayer ministry, domestic violence assistance and crisis intervention, counseling sessions, medical/dental/drug and alcohol counseling referrals, homeless services and referrals, immigration referrals, job placement counseling/resume completion/application completion, Workmen's Comp Insurance referral information/SSI/Disability, turoring/computer lab, phone usage, tranportation, health coverage referrals/Medicare/Medicaid coverage, and diapers/formula/specialized dietary needs/clothing.

"Bridge of Peace is part of our family," said Rose. "Here we've found a place that not only accepts my differently abled children but loves them unconditionally."

Unconditional acceptance is the message of Bridge of Peace, which worships in three languages on Sunday: English, Spanish, and Portuguese. It's not about skin color and it's not about ethnicity, notes Pastor Coutinho. "We are all created in God's image. We are beautiful. It's not about what we can't do but what we can do. This is the congregation's identity."

The Bridge of Peace mission congregation is a national mission project of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America through its Evangelical Outreach and Congregational Mission Unit and is made possible through benevolence funds from local congregations like yours.

