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The other night I was taking home a few 
young men who are in high school. That 
night we attended an event targeting 
African American male youth who are 
failing academically or those who have 
dropped out of school. 

A study from the Brookings Institution’s 
Hamilton Project states that 
African-American men who do not 
graduate from high school are at an 
extremely high risk of going to prison. 
The report states there is a 70% chance 
that a black male without a high school 
diploma will end up in jail by his mid-30s. 

These young men began to reflect on 
the night and began recalling where they 
may have been if they had not been 
involved with Common Ground Montgomery and Urban SEED Xchange. 
One of the young men placed his hand on my shoulder and wanted me 
to know that the staff’s labor wasn’t in vain, because he, along with a 
host of other young men and women, were living proof of our 
faithfulness and dedication to God. 

At this point I was on the verge of kicking him out of the van to avoid 
getting emotional.

I recently transitioned from Program Director to Mentor Director. I 
have the privilege of paring up young men and women who are involved 
in our programs with Godly adults throughout the city. This is 
important because as a staff we don’t have the capacity to invest in each 
and every young man or woman outside of programs in a personal way 
due to ratio limitations. 

There aren’t that many of us. 

Attending that event and speaking with these young men further 
confirmed that prayerfully matching mentors with our students is 
extremely important and can be pivotal in the spiritual, social, and 
character development of all of our youth. 

Be in prayer for God’s leading and direction as this initiative develops. 

K e v i n  K i n g

connect @
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There are several new things going on 
for the CGM middle schoolers in the After 
School Program. First of all, we have 
nearly doubled our student capacity and 
have about four times as many 
developmental programs as we did last 
year. We are now catering to over 20 
youth from our community. Daily our 
students engage in activities that range 
from academic enrichment with the 
Sylvan Learning Center, gender specific 
leadership classes, culinary arts, visual 
arts, creative writing, horse and animal 
training, urban gardening, and small 
group bible study. 

It’s a loaded schedule that carries the 
challenges you would expect from a 
group of middle schoolers that have been 
in class all day before they come to us; 

but, so far so good. It’s hard to tell the effectiveness of the program so 
early on in the school year and with so many new variables. We have 
volunteers that have never been with us, students that have never been 
with us before, and me - really not knowing what I’m doing other than 
the best I can. 

Minimally we are shooting for exposure and a mindset of victory. I’m 
basically striving to create a program that instills the idea that nothing 
is impossible with God; one that casts vision. We are making a program 
that teaches the amazing truth that there are limitless possibilities for 
success in this world because there are limitless possibilities within us. 
God has made them for just such opportunities and hopefully CGM is a 
step toward preparing our youth to seize them. 

Justin Hampton
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my
first
week

As staffer Kevin King moves to coordinate the Mentor Program, CJ has 
come on staff to replace Kevin as the Program Director.

It is often my prayer to God that He would “surprise me”. 

And He did just that when I came on staff at CGM. Having been 
brought on board to participate in the effort to bring about change, it 
took only days to see that I was to be changed as well. Almost 
immediately, I encountered energetic, inquisitive eyes staring up into 
mine — drawing me into a world of inner-city living that I once knew. 
Pulled along by small hands into the next big adventure, I labored to keep 
up with the lively little ones as I met their friends and listened to the 
events of their day. Many are being educated in schools that I attended 
decades ago. Countless others live in neighborhoods that I grew up in. 

Had the prodigal returned home? Can I make a difference? Their 
smiles say that I can. Their tomorrows beg of me to try. It did not take 
long for me to realize that I wanted to be a part of this movement. 

Are there challenges ahead? Are these children worth it? Has it only 
been one week? 

Yes! 

Yes! 

Yes! 

Surprise!
CGM

Cornelius “CJ” Jackson



we are more than just actors
Bryan Kelly

"I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The 
life I now live in the body I live by faith in the 
son of God who died for me."

I was recently challenged by the writing of 
Watchman Née in which he described the 
difference of Christ loving others in and 
through a Christian versus us "acting" like 
Christians. He argues that acting like a 
Christian does great damage to us and the 
cause of the mission of Christ.

I know what it's like to try really hard to do 
good and help and give counsel "in the name 

of Jesus". I know how to do this while being driven by desperately 
wanting the affirmation of others. I know what it's like to feed off of 
adrenaline in chaos, and to know the addiction to liking the feeling that 
I am needed. It's hard to admit a savior complex. I know how to play the 
martyr and how to play the victim when my efforts don't result in lasting 
fruit or gratefulness and admiration from others. The common result 
for me, though, was total exhaustion and depression. 

The scriptures contain revealing statements like, "be strengthened in 
grace," and teach that the same power that was used to raise Christ from 
the grave actually resides in us. Paul says, "Christ in you, the hope of 
glory", and again: "I no longer live but Christ lives in me."

Yet, it is very possible to practically live as if He is not there, and as if 
we can generate the necessary love, power, wisdom, and discernment 
for what we face every day from some other source inside. When I “act” 
I make decisions and try to labor in ways that seem good as I think I 
know how to represent God, but I get depleted quickly and sometimes 
hurt others in the process.

In these times I forget: "His ways are higher than my ways and his 
thoughts are higher than my thoughts... As high as the heavens are above 
the earth are they higher than mine." 

Just because I think I know some things the bible says, do I really know 
what God wants in a given time? Can I really speak for Him? How do I 
know I am not being affected by my own strong opinions, or by my 
psychological and emotional present condition, or by what I ate for 
breakfast for that matter? "Acting" can do great damage in the name of 
Christ.

But what if Christ Himself can actually love others through you and 
through me? What if He actually desires to transfer the experience of His 
presence, His nearness, to others? 

I remember patterns in my life where I would have some sort of 
morning religious bible story or devotional, then run out and get busy in 
my day, either forgetting God exists altogether, or thinking I know how to 
handle things His way (which usually means He agrees with my opinions) 
and find day after day I get to the end exhausted, sad, weak, and empty. 
There just isn't enough affirmation and applause from others to fill that 
hole.  Watchman says that when God works through you it is His energy 
that is provided. It is not depleting as compared with “acting”.  It is such 
dependence in the moment that Jesus pours out instead of us. It makes 
sense of Paul's words, "Pray without ceasing." It is only in this humble 
disposition that this is possible!

I simply don't know how to lead Common Ground Montgomery. I do not 
know how to navigate the complex and overwhelming realities of 
violence, abuse, addiction, poverty, murder, educational deficiencies, etc. 
I can not look in the eyes of hurting and angry kids, who are hurting 
others and destroying themselves, and know what to say to fix or change 
these realities. Yet, I believe that sometimes Jesus loves through me and 
the other staff and volunteers in our organization. I have seen powerful 
words of healing and peace come from inside. I have seen miraculous 
breakthroughs and transformation. I have participated "in the Holy Spirit" 
in ways that simply don't make sense. God spoke, God healed, God saved, 
God provided, God comforted, God loved; that is a different experience.

We are trying to live in a place of grace and God’s presence. "Acting"  
inhibits this from happening, and from allowing it to flow through us.

We desire to disciple kids and adults who have a deep and connected 
walk with Christ. We don't want to just discipline them to act like 
Christians; there is too much at stake. Their future families, their 
communities, the patterns of poverty, violence, broken homes; all this will 
never be transformed by acting and trying harder. But God can change 
the trajectory of anyone's life, community, and city by doing it Himself 
through them.

May our God love through you and me today. We are really, really, really 
bad actors. It makes it all the more beautiful then when Jesus shows up 
and replaces our religious silliness. May we abide in Christ more and 
more, and may lasting fruit come from our lives, together.

Psalm 34:3,

Bryan Kelly
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