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GOD’S LIFE-CHANGING WORK IN WOMEN’S LIVES 
Mary Terry
Photographs of smiling women are found everywhere in Eva Pierce’s spacious office in Second Baptist Church, which the church supplies for her at very low rent. These are faces of women whose lives have been touched by A Hand Up for Women, a branch of the Christian Women’s Job Corp (CWJC). 

The CWJC, a national faith-based organization, performed an intensive community needs assessment in Knoxville. This led to the founding of A Hand Up, a twelve-month program that provides women with life skills, spiritual development, and job readiness classes, modeled after an award-winning program in Nashville. (In 2006 the Nashville CWJC program won the Acton Institute's national Samaritan Award, and the Knoxville program placed as a finalist.) From its inception in 2003 to 2008, A Hand Up has graduated about forty women. Commenting on the program's impact on these graduates, Executive Director Eva notes that “the change is just remarkable.”  
Some participants have left abusive relationships; some have overcome dependence on drugs and public assistance. Many have begun career-path jobs. Eva's preliminary interviews with prospective participants give an indication of the obstacles they will have to overcome. “[Women] come in here, and life has beaten them down… They are ruled by shame.”  But with a broad smile, Eva continues: “When they’re introduced to the women God made them to be, they go from hopeless to excited about the future… from eaten alive by anger, to peace.”
A Hand Up's approach is holistic and deep, embracing women's spiritual and emotional healing alongside the skills they need to succeed in the job market. The program centers on instruction and mentoring. Twice-a-week classes strengthen women emotionally, spiritually, and professionally. Volunteer mentors give individualized attention that supports the classroom learning. Eva underscores the importance of the mentoring role: “To make a permanent life change, the women need long-term relationships.” Mentors and participants sign a covenant that establishes the guidelines for their relationship. As Eva notes, “It takes six months to earn the trust of these women. … Our ladies know we’ll walk alongside them for the long-term." She continues with a laugh, "And what begins as a manufactured relationship … becomes genuine friendship.”

Friendship blesses in both directions, as volunteers attest. Volunteers display a high level of commitment to A Hand Up and play an invaluable role in the program. They not only serve as mentors but also teach classes, assist with fundraising, and meet the various other needs of the ministry. (Updates on urgent needs are posted on A Hand Up’s website, www.ahandupforwomen.org). Eva affirms, “We have the best seat in the house, to watch God do His thing.”

And what God does is transform lives. In one of the classrooms hangs a framed collage by one of the program’s participants, an artist. Amidst pictures of flowers and joyful women's faces, multi-colored letters read, “Lost and found,” “We love,” and “We are women of strength.” Hope, love, and inner strength are the consistent testimony of those who have experienced A Hand Up for Women. 
To contact A Hand Up for Women: 219-0104, www.ahandupforwomen.org.
A Hand Up for Women Testimony

Excerpt from  Kathleen Thorne, "Hard Knox—Effective Compassion: Women find help after life-changing difficulties," World (2 September 2006):
Four years ago Tammy Edwards, 38, sat in a jail cell facing charges of possessing five ounces of crack cocaine with the intent to sell. After posting bail, Edwards returned home to find her house being robbed by her drug dealers: "I got robbed on a Thursday and went to church that Sunday. It was time for a change." 

The pastor at New Covenant Baptist Church referred her to A Hand Up for Women, and she entered the program in February 2003. Two nights a week students study biblical lessons and learn basic job and interpersonal skills. For the first half of the 20-week term, the women read through parts of Angela Thomas' book, Living Your Life as a Beautiful Offering, and in the second half of the class instructors cover topics like "Professional Phone Manners" and "Budgeting Basics." 

Since completing the program Edwards has professed Christian faith, quit using drugs, become a certified nursing assistant, lost 80 pounds, and gotten married. A Hand Up connected her to her first job as a home caregiver and continues to find clients for her. She currently provides home care for a member of A Hand Up's board of directors. 

On Sept. 3 Edwards will be "a 3-year-old Christian," and she thanks her mentor, Harriet Hodge, for providing her with a sense of family for the first time in her life: "She is like a sister to me. I know her family and we get together at least once a week. It feels so good to be loved by somebody who loves me for me, who won't turn her back on me." 

