“Jaime’s Tree House”

Little did any of us know how blessed we would be as grief counselors/coaches to be a part of the very first grief camp for children sponsored by Hospice of Laurens County (June 16 from 9am to 4pm).  As I was visiting various locations for the day camp, it became evident to me as soon as I entered the serene, peaceful, almost holy ground of the Joe R. Adair Center, that I had found a place of peace where children could begin their healing. Graciously, and with such enthusiasm, I was welcomed into the Joe Adair Center family by Director Laura Blind.  Laura let my spirit “soar”, as we discussed all the fascinating aspects of the Center. Immediately I was awe struck by the culture and heritage passed down by the Native American Indian to his children.


I researched everything I could find about the Cherokee, who were native to this area.  By the time the 23 applications were processed (children ages 6-12) at the end of May, I had learned that the Cherokee tradition was passed down through dance and story telling.  I thought about the parables (earthly stories with a Heavenly meaning) that Jesus used in his teachings.  The Cherokee lived in a wilderness that posed constant danger to the Cherokee children.  Everything that was done, every dance that was danced, and every story that was told, were done by the Cherokee to prepare their children for the unknown danger that lay all around them. 


I thought about the passage in Deuteronomy 6 :5-9 where Moses admonishes the Israelites to teach their children to:  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children.  Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.” I quickly realized that before the missionaries came, the Native American Indian eloquently explained the “whys” and “hows” of life in reference to The Great Spirit, reminding me once again that the “heavens and earth” declare God’s love and existence. 


With 7 Hospice staff members, 7 Hospice volunteers, and the Joe Adair Center staff and volunteers, we put together a learning experience that will forever be in the minds and hearts of those precious children, and in my heart as well.  Professional story teller Gene Smith held everyone awestruck and literally in “the palm of his hand”, as he told two stories of the American Indian and their dependency on the black bear. We made rain sticks; we used Native American symbols to paint faces; we danced following the  tom-tom’s steady beat;   we heard stories about loss and how to “grow” from loss; we shot bows and arrows;  Mr. Glenn Blocker and Ms. Susan Johnson taught us how to use a compass to “scout” for our snacks which were cunningly hidden in the forest; we experienced the lesson learned by a young Cherokee on his Quest; and the children spent time with Ashlon Reeder, older sister of our camp’s namesake, Jaime. We “shared our losses with each other” at our closing ritual by using river rocks.  The stones symbolized the relationships that we each had lost.  The stones were given a special “blessing” as we shared our individual stories. 


I’m not sure at what point we realized that we had broken a fundamental rule of the Joe Adair Center, “Take only memories . . . Leave only footprints. . . “.   Returning to Clinton on the buses provided by Duncan Creek Baptist Church and First Methodist Church, we discovered two little boys had rescued seven little tree frogs while playing in the creek. We reminded them of the Cherokee’s belief in the sanctity of life for all creatures; the frogs which were abducted were released, and we decided our goals for the day had been accomplished.     
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