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a west-mida playground More
than 100 f{amiliesa attend the
church or send dﬂd.lmn to an ad-
Joning pnivate school.

The Rev. lLeonard Jamoa,
church pastor, said he applauds
Kida Around the World for ita
work overseas, But Rockford resi-
dents have endured their own

roblema with crume and poverty.
Ele gaid the pnnaple is no differ-
ent than in Bosnia.

"We all have needs” James
said “There's a univeryal need —
that's love.”

The church and surrounding
neighborhood are looking for help
getiing a playground built by next
EUmImer.

Kids Around the World organiz-
ers say they will consider the re-
quest, although they say the prin-
aple isnt the same. People in
Rockford already have play-
grounds. There'’s a public park dis-
trict and other institutions ready
to help neighborhoods in need.
Bosnia and other areas targeted
for help, organizers say, have been
ravaged by war or poverty unliks
anything seen anywhere in the
United States.

Relph Peterson, ancther mem-
ber of the group's hoard of direc-
tors, said the missionaries take
their directions from a higher

.

“We need 1o be sure where God
wilnts us to be, whether that's the
west side of Rockford or Vietnam,™
Peterson said. “As long as the

Lard’s telling me to go, 'l go.”
Brovary beglnnings

The playground concept
evolved from Rockford’s sister-city
relationahip with Brovary, the
Ukranian aty. Leaders of the two
communities had been courting
each other since the Soviet Union
dizsolved in 1991.

Denny Johnson, a former Rock-
ford alderman and an advocate of
sister aty relations, approached
some of his friends at First Evan-
gelical Free about malang an over-
ture towurd the people of Brovary.
The group aettldej on a pl:l:;:
ground, figunng that reaching
children was the bewt way to make
a long-term impact.

Johnson, who served on tha city
council in the 1970s and "80s, said
it was a natural move for a
church-affiliated group.

“This i something that Jesus
would have done,” the 58-year-old
businessman said. “If he were
here today, he'd be building play-
grounds.”

Through donations, the group
raised about $70,000 for the two
playgrounds in Brovary and
$65,000 for the Boenian piay-
ground. Organizers aay they plan
to make another appeal for money
once they deads where to take
their efforts next.

The dollary are used to pur-
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The mission

Organizers of “Kids Around
the Word"™ formed as a notfor-
profit corpocation in 1995, They
describe their misskon as:

“Kids Around the World is a
Christian mnistry that 15 com-
mutted to reaching cut to chik
dren anound the world with the
gospel of Jesus Chnst and 1o
| help those who work with them
around the world. This 1S accom:
plished m a three-fold purpose.

B "Evangelire childeen
around the world.,

M “Train and encourage
those whio work with chuldren,

B - Network with other individ-
uals and organzations who
share the common goal of
reaching childeen for Christ.”

Board of directors

The members of First Evan-
gehcal Free Church who have
taken leadecshup roles in Kids
Around the World:

H Denny Johnson, presicent,
Johnson Press, 2801 Eastrock
Drmve, Rockdord,

H Charles Salberg, presk
dent, Potter Form & Tie, 2530
Laugde Drive, Roclkdord.

H Ralph Peterson, president,
On Site Woodwork, 4100 Rock
Valley Plwy., Loves Park.

B Jim Rosene, youth pastor,
First Evangelical Free Church,
2223 N. Mulford Road, Rock-
forg,

chase slides, swings, besketball
nets, volleyball courts and other
playground supplies. The hard-
ware then is shipped overseas,
while each volunteer for Kids
Around the World pays for his or
her owt travel ta the choeen site.

In the Sarajevo suburb of Do-
brinja, Johnson and tus fellow or-
ganizers were joined by about 20
volunteers for a crusade that last-
ed the first two weeks of Septem-
ber.

Ome volunteer, Dan Hendrick-
sort, was drawn to the muission by
the challenge of building a play-
ground from the ground up under
conditions that were uncertan
and unstable. The 45-year-old
Rocldord Park District employee
said it was a rewarding expenence
— and tough work

The crews worked long days,
rain or shine. They lived with fam-
ilies who volunteered 1o house the

Amernican visitors. And they raced
agninat the clock, knowing that
their flights out of Bosnia left in 12

“You can't misd a day or you're
in trouble,” Hendnckson aad
“You surely don't want to have to
leave with the playground unfin-
ished. That's pretty much your
biggest fear.”

The Dobrinja playground was
built on a vacant lot amud apart.
rment buildings crowded with
Bosruan chuldren. It was complet.
ed with little time Lo spare, After a,
briefl nbbon-cutting ceremony,
chuldren swarmed to the waiting
alides, swings and other features.

Then tha missionunes returned
to Rockiord

U.S. officials' pralse

But their work s not going un-
noticed by Amencan government
officials. Diplomats with the US.

Agency for International Develop-
ment deseribe Kids Around the
World as a unzque tool for foster-
ing international good wall.

A letter Irorn John Menzies, the
U.5. ambassador to Bosrua, oon-
gratulated the playground oru-
saders, saying the Rockford group
*axernplifies the 1deal of Amencan
volunteeriam,”

Craig Buck, an Amenican dipio-
mat stationed in Sarajevo, said in
a telephone interview that the
playground is wildly popular
among Mushma, Jews and mem-
bers of other religious faiths, He
aaid the missionaries made an im-
pression on Bosmans with thewr
preachung about God and the
Bible.

But, he added: “They did more
by example.”

Making an Impact

Catic, the Bosnian war sur
vivor, agreed that the playground'a
symbolic value haas touchad resi-
denta therv deeply. The +4-year-
old mother of two smd the purple-

and-yellow playground is the most
vivia remundar that war has sub-
mded. It also offers hope that re-
building is poasible,

The religious teachings of Kida
Around the World made an im-
pact, too, Catic said her teenage
son stil] talks about passages in
the Bible that were highlighted by
the Amencan vntors.

Catic said she personally ques-
tions in what form God ruly ex-
ists. But her belief in a higher
being, sho said, is never stronger
than when she watches the chil-
dren of Dobrinja playing on their
sandboxes and swingy.

*1 know that something exista,”
ahe said.
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A banner marks the newast playground built by voluntsers from Frst Evangetical Free Church of Rockford,
The playground |s [ocated In a Bosalan community hesyily sheiled i tha recent war,
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Rochiord businessiman and church member Jerry Flemuing breaks a
sweat assembing the playground during the 12-day Bosmian crusade.,



