
An Open Letter on the Issue of Personal Safety 
 
To our dear friends, partners. parents, and students:  
 
We are well aware that the question of safety for our incoming teams is as urgent as it has been 
in many years. Because of its very real and devastating effects on the youth we work with in our 
community, we're extremely concerned for the wellbeing of our community. As we engage, we 
desire to take the position that while safety is important, we must not allow it to become an idol.  
 
I believe that in this regard, we have much to learn from our brothers and sisters of color and join 
them in affirming courage as a primary Christian value.  
 
Twelve years ago. my family of 9 moved into the heart of the South Side of Chicago. I was 12 at 
the time and the oldest of seven siblings. We moved in despite the concerns of friends, family 
and church family, much of them focused on safety. It would be disingenuous to say that we 
have never had any issues with safety - our home has been burglarized on two occasions.  
 
However, the experience of living and growing up in our community has shaped the way that I 
see the issue of safety and the role of Christians in the midst of difficult places. What I know 
about our neighborhood is that it is a place of deep community, family, and engaged believers.  
 
Our community has a vibrancy that I have found in few other places. The true nature of our 
community can be, and is often, obscured by the way it is presented in the media who focus 
entirely on the headline grabbing, sensationalized negative narrative of our neighborhood. While 
it not entirely untrue that our community does struggle, the way it is depicted is entirely unfair. 
Any community could be described strictly for that which is wrong with it. Though the concerns 
about safety are natural based on the available information about Woodlawn, the true nature of 
the community requires an inside perspective. This is one of the things we love about hosting 
students - they are able to gain a deep appreciation for the thriving community that exists in 
neighborhoods that are portrayed by the outside world as chaotic.  
 
Recently, Chicago has indeed struggled with an increase in violence citywide. There are many 
contributing factors, but the reality remains. However, the violence in our city is not random 
indeed, it is almost entirely predictable. It centers on gang-related violence and is almost strictly 
retaliatory. Because none of our students will be confused for being in a gang, the risk to their 
personal safety is minimal. Actually, their presence will increase the overall level of safety in the 
community. Moreover, our students stay within the buildings that Sunshine owns and operates or 
with our local church partners. In the 10+ years of hosting this program we have never had any 
significant issue of personal safety. Now, all of this is not to suggest that something crazy 



couldn't happen - it could. While we do take steps ensure the physical safety of every participant, 
we cannot control every scenario, just as we cannot ensure there won't be a car accident on the 
way here (by the way, statistically far more likely). We take safety seriously, but do not presume 
to be in control.  
 
Now. on a pastoral note: it is my conviction that to be a follower of Christ is to be constantly 
amongst the most vulnerable, the poor, and the marginalized by being faithfully present. The 
apostle John speaks of perfect love casting out fear - I believe that this is only possible by being 
in situations that have the potential to make us fearful. We want to teach and model a 
Christianity that is deeply engaged in being the Shalom (or peace) of the city. I wonder what 
message it sends to our young adults when we decide to prioritize our own comfort and safety 
above the mandate of God to act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly. When we avoid 
marginalized communities we impede our personal and spiritual growth because the Body of 
Christ in those places has much to offer us. To not receive it is to our detriment. Let us not run 
away from "Nineveh”. It may be uncomfortable to be in Woodlawn, but it may be dangerous not 
to be.  
 
I recognize that all of this likely does little to quell the concerns of loving parents. I cannot put 
your fears to rest, but God can. I ask that you pray for the Lord's guidance as you make your 
decisions. Perhaps you may decide to join the trip as a chaperone yourself that you may 
personally experience the beautiful ways that the Lord is at work in Woodlawn and in the team 
your child joins.  
 
I hope that you'll feel free to reach out with further questions or concerns.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Jared Hamernick  
BridgeBuilders Director 
jared@sunshinegospel.org 


