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No Little People

A Family, a Church and a Heart for Orphans

By Susan Olasky

Harford County, Maryland isafast growing exurban area
attractive to families with young children. Located north of
Baltimoreandjust west of the SusquehannaRiver, it’ saland
of forested rolling hills, farmland, and small towns with
names like Churchville playing alosing game of tug of war
with strip centers, malls, fast food eateries, and housing
developments. Older leafy neighborhoods of modest ranch
houses are over-shadowed by new ones, where too-big
housesaresqueezed onto small | ots, dotted by saplingsthat
won't reach the rooftops for another generation.

In the heart of that sprawl a story about orphans began
with afamily, spread to a church, and reached clear to the
other side of the world.

Thirty-seven years ago Terri and Jim Cooney bought a
$20,000 house in Harford County. Built as a three bedroom
split-level at theend of acul desac, thehousehasgrown over
theyears: asunny living room addition gobbled up achunk
of front yard, aden and bedroom ate up the garage, another
bedroomtook achunk fromtheback porch asthehousegrew
fromthreebedroomstoseven, barely enoughtokeepupwith
the Cooney’ sfamily.

For thefirst thirteen yearsinthe house, the Cooneyswere
anordinary family, withamom and dad and two children, one
boy, onegirl. Theonly thing that set them apart demographi-
cally was the adoption of their daughter. Then came the
1980s, the“Me! Me! Me! Decade” of Tom Wolfe's“splurge
generation.” But instead of splurging on fancy cars or
appliances, the Cooneys began splurging on children, an-
swering God' s call and adopting eight over the next twenty
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years, all African-American and most with some kind of
mental or physical handicap.

A Typical Friday

It’sasunny Friday in January and the Cooneys' day isoff
toalazy start. Friday istheonly day of theweek when the six
youngest kids, ranging in agefrom 9to 17, take abreak from
structured home schooling and work onindividual projects.
Fifteen-year-old Sarah, adancer, isat class. Oneof their older
children, Leanne, 19 is next door, where she works as a
nanny, and 22-year-old Nathan, amusi cian and recent gradu-
ate of Morgan State University, is off at work.

At about ten o’ clock, Joshua wanders into the kitchen,
talking softly to himself and staring off to the side. At
seventeen, he is tall and broad-shouldered, dwarfing his
petitemom by morethanafoot. Whenurgedto greet avisitor,
hedutifully holdsout hishand, still staring at someunknown
point on the floor until his mom gently reminds him to make
eye contact. His eyes slide quickly to the visitor before
returning to their comfort spot on the floor. After pouring
himself abowl of cereal and milk, he stops at the threshold
between kitchen and dining roomto slurptheexcessmilk out
of the bowl.

Although Joshua suffers from multiple handicaps—au-
tism, mild mental retardation, and severe bi-polar disorder—
he functions well in a typical world and hates being in a
school with other handicapped kids. So he's at home for a
whileasthe Cooneyssearchfor abetter situationfor him. His
bedroomisoneof the*nook and cranny” roomsthat sprouted
off the house as the family grew. A color television and a
small DVD player sit side by side. The DVD plays Pete's
Dragon continuously, while the TV is turned to a different
program. Joshuafaceshisbed, wheretheboard game“Magic
Kingdom,” islaid out. He monitors both screens and plays
the board game at the same time.

Rachel wandersin next. She’'s 14, and is the most recent
addition to the family. Born in Ghana, West Africa, she
became a Cooney only five years ago. When she was six or
seven shewasdeliberately burned by awitch who had been
having demonic dreamsthat something bad would happento
Rachel’s mom—and then made the prophecy come true by
burning the daughter. Pictures taken before the accident
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show a beautiful round-faced little girl with a broad smile.
Those taken afterwards show a girl whose face was com-
pletely burned away, except for aspot on her cheek and astrip
of skinnear her hairline. Miraculously, her eyeswere spared.

Methodist missionaries Rebecca and Gary Mink found
Rachel inan Africangovernment hospital. They brought the
little girl to Boston Shriner’s Hospital for emergency skin

Their willingness was confirmed when their four-
year-old saw Rachel for the first time. He said,
“Oh, your facel” before adding, almost in the
same breath, “ Do you want to sleep in my bed?”

grafts, but then had to return her to Ghana, where she was
further tormented because of her deformity and her reputa-
tion as someone cursed by a witch. Rachel’s birthmom
realized she couldn’t carefor her daughter and signed away
her rights. The Minks brought her to America, along with
several other African orphans.

Whenthe CooneysranintotheMinksat church and heard
about Rachel with theterrible deformity, they thought seri-
ously about whether they could add another child, especially
onewith such daunting medical needs, totheir family. Atthat
time their youngest was four.

Their decision-making process is admittedly atypical. It
prioritizes God’s calling
and deemphasi zes prac-
tical considerations. Jim
Cooney, aretired school -
teacher,was60and Terri,
a stay-at-home mom, 55,
when they were faced
with the decision about
Rachel. Their family was
often chaotic and some-
timesevenviolent. “We
had rough years,” Terri
says, “Years with vio-
lence, aggression and
holes in the walls. But
God was so clear every
singletime.”

Eventhemissionaries
wanted to know how
they were going to pro-
videmedically for Rachel,
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but the Cooneys trusted that through Jim’ sinsurance they
could deal with it. Their willingness was confirmed when
their four-year-old saw Rachel for thefirsttime. Hesaid, “ Oh,
your face!” before adding, almost in the same breath, “Do
youwanttosleepinmy bed?’ Nine-year-old Rachel andten-
year-old Sarah bonded immediately, sealing the deal. As
Terri putsit: “It jelled. She chose to stay, and it has been
wonderful, miraculously wonderful.” Rachel became a U.S.
citizenlast JuneonJimand Terri’ s37"weddinganniversary.
(Since she has been a Cooney, Rachel has had 9 surgeries.
Doctors are in the process of forming
a nose to replace the prosthetic one
she now has.)

The Cooneys, with three daughters
that are age 14 and 15, face emotional
landmines. To heighten the volatility
index, the girls deal with bi-polar dis-
ease, partial fetal alcohol syndrome
with resulting memory and learning
difficulties, dyslexia, and Rachel’ ssur-
geries. Sometimes it can be hard for
Janée, whose mom drank when she was pregnant, to see her
sisters doing Algebra | and Il, while she’s still struggling
with division.

On this particular Friday, Janée doesn’'t bother to eat
breakfast. She tumbles out of bed and shuffles into the
kitchen, her long hair mussed from sleep. She's intent on
finding information about the tse-tse fly, part of her Africa
project, whichis part of the Cooney’s“Around theWorldin
180 Days" homeschooling curriculum. “Where' s the book
about bugs?” she asks her mom.”

Once they figure out what books she’'s talking about,
Janée is dismayed to hear that she needs to look in the
encyclopedia. “I don’t
like to use big books,”
shecomplains, until her
mom explains that she
doesn’thavetousethe
whole encyclopedia,
just one volume. Min-
utes later she's
hunkered down at the
large, plastic draped
diningroomtable, read-
ingtheentry ontse-tse
flies, while her brother
Stephen, 12, arguesthat
he's seen tse-tse flies
in Maryland, which
|eads him into the sub-
ject of his neighbor’s
Madagascar roaches,
whichhe’' ssurearepoi-
sonous. Janée wearily




rolls her eyesand shrugs asthough she’ sheard that kind of
silly talk way too often.

Stephen only weighed 2 pounds when he was born. The
Cooneys were told that he had cerebral palsy and that his
“windswept” feet (both turned the same way) would mean
that he’ d never walk, so when he saunters into the kitchen
for breakfast, it’ sabig deal. He snot content with the cereal
choices, or with having a Pop Tart like his younger brother
Isaac. He holds open the refrigerator door and sees some
leftover sauce that would be great on noodles. “Can | make
some noodles?” he asks. When his mother agrees, he gets
out a small saucepan, fills it with water, and turns on the
burner, playing with the steam as he waits for the water to
boil. He has a bag of ziti at hand, which he planned to spill
into thewater until hismom showshim that he only needsa
cup of the dry noodles.

While they cook, he finds a jar of white sauce in the
refrigerator to add to the other. He puts somein abowl and
heatsit in the microwave. As he puts the jar away he asks,
“Can | use this sauce?” as if a bowl of it wasn't already
heating.

In addition to telling the Cooneysthat Stephen wouldn’t
walk, the experts also said that he wouldn’t ever read, but
Terry haslearned not to believe everything experts say. “ It
iscoming,” she says. “He's come so far.”

When the Cooneys adopted |saac, the sixth child of a
drug- addicted prostitute, they were 50 and 55-years-old. At
age nine he’'sbright and energetic. “He’ svery ADHD,” his
mom says. “ Hisfocusismiserable. Buthe sawonderful kid.”

His “nook and cranny” bedroom, which he shares with
Stephen, isstuffedwithtoys. “It’ skind of messy,” headmits
sheepishly. A little later he’s hamming it up with Toby, the
dog, and later still he’ sproudly showing off alarge pyramid
he’ sconstructed from small magnetic blocksand stringing a
snaky length of fabric acrossthe width of the den, where he
anchors it on a doorknob. His dad and Rachel, working at
side-by-side computers, seem oblivious to the commotion.

Terri recounts astory that illustrates the her unwavering
confidence (and sense of humor) in the face of public scru-
tiny: Shortly after adopting Rachel, Terri and the kids were
walking down the street. People began staring at Rachel’s
disfiguredface. “| saw they werestaring and shewasmoving
closer to me. | said, ‘Rachel, They aren’t staring at you.
They’restaring at me. They’reasking, “Why isthat oldwhite
woman with all those cute black kids?”

The Church

The people at Mt. Zion Methodist Church havefiguredit
out. The Cooneys had long prayed that their church would
have a heart for adoption. In the late 1980s and early 1990s
they organized Rainbow Family gatheringsto bring together
those who had adopted across race lines. As their family
grew, and asthey becamethe go-to family for hard-to-place
children at Bethany Christian Services in nearby Crofton,

Maryland, eventually adopting five hard-to-place children
through that agency, they hoped their vision for adoption
would spread to other families. They would say, “ Youdon't
need onefamily toadopt 100 children; youneed 100families,
each to adopt one child.”

Terri saysabout thirty familiesin the 650-family church
have adopted, most adding to families already blessed with
biological children. In the past year, familiesin the church
adopted nine children, and the example set by the Cooneys
has hel ped the church become adoption-friendly.

“Oneof thethingsGod hasdoneisuseusto knock down
the reasons people might use to disobey the call: too old,
house too small, not prepared to meet the needs of special
needs kids. People saw that God could meet needs.” They
alsolearnedthat adoptionisnot alwayseasy: “ Just because
Godistelling youto do this, it doesn’t mean it will be easy
or quick,” Terri says.

Supportive pastors, helpful programs, and accepting
andloving peoplewillingtorespondto needscontributedto
Mt. Zion's reputation as hospitable to adoption. Families
with adopted children felt drawn to attend because they
knew their kidswould feel at home. The Cooneys may have
helped the church develop a vision for adoption, but the
church hasresponded: “Wetalk about, pray for, and rejoice
over every single adoption...What | see happening is that
our church hasdevel oped theamazing heart for thesekids.”

The World

Katima Mulilo is a village in the Caprivi region of
Namibia, acountry located in southwest Africa, just north of
South Africa. Namibialooksabit likeabutterfly net, with one
sideof itsdrooping net formingthe Atlantic coastlineandits
short handle facing inland, stretching over Botswana to
Zimbabwe. KatimaMulilo, onthe banksof the Zambezi River,
forms the far tip of the handle.

At first glance, it doesn’t appear that Harford County
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and Katima Mulilo in the African country of Namibia have
much in common. But look alittle closer and you'll find the
Children of Zion Village orphan home, located on 17 acres of
prime Zambezi River waterfront, founded and funded by
people from Mount Zion Methodist Church to provide care
for AIDS orphansin Namibia and beyond.

Usually the process of gaining approvalsfrom all
these authorities would stretch a year or longer,
but within three weeks Mt. Zion had all its per-
mits—without paying any bribes.

Currently 52 children, rangingfrominfantstoteens, live
in the orphan home, which grew out of the shared vision of
aMaryland businessman, aChristianmissionary couple, and
the congregation of Mt. Zion.

The businessman, Benedict Schwartz, is the CEO of a
software company in Maryland. He and his wife, Kathleen,
are friends of the Cooneys and also attend Mt. Zion Meth-
odist Church, where Kathleen is the director of music and
Benedict serves on the board of trustees. Already the par-
ents of four children by birth, they were inspired by the
Cooney’s example to adopt a daughter eleven years ago.
Seeing the Cooneysraise so many kidson ateacher’ ssalary
“stripped away every excuse,” Mr. Schwartz said. “We saw
the need, the greatness of the need” and realized “wedidn’t
haveareasonnotto.” They havealsorelied onthe Cooney’s
counsel in difficult

sion International, so why couldn’t churches sponsor
children’s homesto care for these parentless children? His
vision had two parts. Hewanted Mt. Zion to start an orphan
home and he wanted to help other churches do the same.

Because of the church’ sinterest in missions and orphans
the vision seemed a natural one. Mr. Schwartz met with
friendsfrom hischurch and began to pray—and the convic-
tionthat hewasto start achildren’ shomegrew. Problemwas,
hedidn’t know where this children’shome would be or who
would run it, but a shortage of detail
didn’tstophimfromgoingtothechurch’s
missions committee and asking for
$50,000 in seed money.

Mount Zion is a generous church. It
givesat least 30% of itsannual budget to
missions (last year the percentage
reached 45%). But even so he knew the
request was crazy. Although he and his
wifewerepart of thechurch’ scoregroup
he anticipated anegativereactionto his
request: “They’re going to choke. They’re going to drop
their dentures,” he thought. The mission’s committee told
him the year’s money had already been allocated and re-
minded him that he had no details—no plan.

Since hewasconvinced that thevision of an orphan home
came from God, Mr. Schwartz persevered. He saysthat for a
longtimethechurch’ spastor had promised the congregation
air conditioning—nbut only after building achurchin Africa.
Remembering that promise, Mr. Schwartz went to the trust-
ees and made his pitch. How about they fund a children’s
homein Africa, thuspaving theway for thechurchto get the
air conditioning the people wanted?

The trustees agreed to take $20,000 out of the building
fund and apply it to the orphan’s home. After hearing this
news, the missions committee found $20,000 in unallocated

fundsandpledged

times.

Mr. Schwartzwas
reading about street
childrenin aChris-
tian magazine and
“trying to imagine
what thosechildren
wereexperiencingin
terms of terror and
survival,” when he
had a brainstorm.
For years Ameri-
cans have been
sponsoring needy
children through
groups like World
Visionand Compas-

4

Children at te Namibian

itto Mr. Schwartz,
on the condition
that he give back
the building fund
money, which he
did. Duringthefirst
year, the missions
committeecameup
with another
$30,000, making a
total commitment
of $50,000 to

jumpstart  the
project.
Just  before

—= Thanksgiving in
Home 2001, Mr. Schwartz



met with veteran missionaries Gary and RebeccaMink, who
had long been supported by Mount Zion. They were the
mi ssionarieswho had brought young Rachel from Ghanafor
her first skingraftsandintroduced her tothe Cooneys. When
Mr. Schwartz shared hisvision of an orphan home, he found
that Rebecca Mink, a registered nurse, had been nurturing
the samevision for twenty years. Suddenly the question of
whowould run suchahomewasanswered, |eaving thewhere
and the how still to be figured out.

WhentheMinkscametodinner they
brought another guest, fifteen-year-
old Christina, who had cometo America
for surgery on polio-crippled legs. As
the Minks planned to return to Africa
to pursue the idea of the children’s
home, they needed a place for Chris-
tinato stay, since her disability would
have made her an outcast in Africa.
The Schwartzeswel comed her and adopted her, and now joke
that she came to dinner and never left. Though she had no
schooling until shewas 15, sheisgraduating thisyear from
atechnical high school.

The Minks returned to Africa, overcame work permit
difficulties, and received permission to stay in Namibia. In
January 2002, afour-member team from Mt. Zion traveled to
AfricatohelptheMinksfind property for thehome. A village
family offeredtodonate 17 acresontheZambezi River. Since
peopledon’t own land in Namibia—it is held in trust for all
people—thevillagefamily wasofferinga“ permittooccupy”
which is good for 99 years. Their generosity required a
daunting set of approvals, both from traditional, tribal au-
thorities and the state. Usually the process of gaining ap-
provalsfromall theseauthorities—theeight senior members
of thefamily, the chief of thetownship, thetribal council for
theregion, and the paramount chief of thetribe, aswell asthe
director of lands and the government committee with final
authority, which met only once a month—would stretch a
year or longer, but within three weeks Mt. Zion had all its
permits—without paying any bribes.

The who and the where had come into focus, and before
theteam | eft Africa, part of the how wasanswered aswell. A
South African architect, part of the Mink’ s prayer team, met
with them, and drew up computer-assisted design plans for
the orphan home. The team left Namibia after three weeks
bearing all the needed approvals and plans.

The next 12 months were busy ones. Gary and Rebecca
cleared the land and oversaw the construction of the home,
which cost about $200,000. Rebecca obtained certifications
to operate the orphanage and school, and formed a local
board of directors. Shealso developed relationshipswiththe
local social welfare agency and courts, which would refer
childrentothehome. OnJanuary 17,2003, local villagersand
dignitariesattended the home’ sofficial dedication ceremony.

Relying on acombination of African and American paid

and volunteer staff thehome providesshelter, medical care,
clothing, and schoolingfor 50 children, includingthenineor
ten who have HIV/AIDS. Since the home opened at least
three children have died of the disease, including Lazarus,
who was nine months old when he cameto Children of Zion
Village. He died on Thanksgiving Day, 2004.

Running thehomeisexpensive. It costsabout $11,000 per
monthto operate; aspecial fund paysfor expensiveretrovirus
medications for the children with HIV/AIDS. The home

It isnot uncommon to hear of grandparents, who
were parentsof four or fivechildren, all now dead,
who are caring for 12 to 16 grandchildren.

grows its own vegetables with the help of an irrigation
system that Gary Mink installed. The children tend the
home’ sthirty goats, which provide milk for thehomeand for
women who care for their grandchildren. The children also
carefor chickensand ducks, and perform other farm chores.
They learn to ride and care for a herd of twenty donated
horses.

The Maryland church members sponsor individual chil-
dren and commit to provide monthly support and prayer. A
bulletin board in the church features photos of each of the
home’s children and lists the church families that sponsor
each one. Church members also volunteer as short-term
missionaries: they volunteer to teach, cook, and do con-
struction, maintenance, and farm work, paying their own
airfareand $150 amonthfor living expenseswhilein Namibia.
At least 40 members have volunteered so far for terms
ranging from weeks to months.

Terry Cooney says, “The heart for adoption has led a
whole church to adopt a whole family of kidsin Namibia.”

Growing the Vision

If the AlDScrisiswereasmall one, perhapstheChildren
of Zion Village home in Namibia would be a big enough
response. But Benedict Schwartz knows that the crisis is
growing. According to the UN more than twelve million
children in sub-Saharan Africa are AIDs orphans and the
problemisready to spiral out of control asgrandparentsand
extended families, the traditional social safety net for chil-
dren, dieor areoverwhelmed by the need. It isnot uncommon
to hear of grandparents, who were parents of four or five
children, all now dead, who arecaring for 12 to 16 grandchil-
dren. When grandparents die or are unable to provide for
their grandchildren, many end upliving onthestreetsor out
in the bush. Relatives and strangers often exploit them,

continued on page 6
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stealing their meager inheritances or selling them into sla-
very.

During the past two years, Children of Zion, Inc., now a
separate 501(c)3 corporation, has learned how to run an
orphan home. The Minks have earned the respect of the
various tribal councils and are overcoming the suspicions
many Africans have of white people. “Don’t disappoint our
people,” theregional governor told them at first. Thereality
of the home is breaking down that suspicion and winning
support.

Mr. Schwartz wantsto take the Children of Zion Village's
successand useit to persuade other churchesto build similar
homes. He pointsto Muslims, who in many countries have

actively set up madrassastoindoctrinateorphansinto | slam,
often of the most radical variety. Christians, he says, have
been slow to respond.

Children of Zion hopesthat the homein Namibiacan bea
model for othersto follow—and aplaceto train new workers
who will go and do likewise. Mr. Schwartz is nhow devoting
his time to getting thisinformal network off the ground. He
hopes to recruit other evangelical churches to start and
support hundreds of similar homesand veteran missionaries
with experience working within tribal culturesto run them.
Children of Zion also hopes to attract the support of U.S.
business partners who do business in participating coun-
tries to help build the homes.

Asthe Children of Zion mission statement says: Thisisa
timeto havegreat vision, unbounded drive and energy, and
constant prayer to accomplish what, with God, is possible.
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