
Solving the Adoption Crisis
From the time Jamie and Maureen Cannalte were married, they
were reaching out to children, throwing birthday parties for
neighborhood kids and working in the children’s ministry at
their church. But when they tried to start a family, they
faced the heartbreak of three miscarriages, a stillbirth and
the loss of a baby born prematurely. Adoption had always been
part of their family plan, but though they tried twice to
adopt  a  baby  in  the  U.S.,  both  birth  mothers  eventually
changed their minds.

Despite their devastating grief, the couple’s faith in God and
love for children led them to pursue international adoption
and foster care. Charisma covered the story of their journey
to China in 1998 after they traveled there to adopt their
first daughter, Amber.

Fast-forward 16 years, and today you’ll find their quiver is
full.  Now  a  multiracial  family  of  10,  the  Cannaltes  have
“expanded their tent” through almost every kind of adoption
experience there is—international and domestic, infants, older
children,  a  sibling  group  of  three,  and  even  an  adult
adoption. They’ve also provided refuge for older teens who
needed a place to stay as a result of difficulties with their
adoptive families.

“When you open up your home and just say, ‘It’s yours,’ God
just does miracles,” Maureen Cannalte says.

Sure, it’s not always smooth sailing, but the Cannaltes’ deep
love and commitment for their children carries them through
the tough times.

“With God’s help, we don’t just survive, but we thrive as a
family,” Maureen says. “We are in this together.”

A Global Crisis
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In a perfect world, no child would be left alone and every
family would be an anchor, providing lifelong stability and a
safe harbor for each child. But in reality, experts say we now
face a global orphan crisis. UNICEF estimates between 143 and
210 million children worldwide are orphans, depending on how
you define orphan status, and this figure continues to be
impacted by the AIDS epidemic.

But it’s hard to talk about the problem. The word orphan
conjures images of tattered children whose parents have died
or abandoned them, yet that’s a narrow definition of the term
today. From the glue-sniffing street child in South America to
the straight-A student who sits next to your kids in school,
many children considered orphans do, in fact, have one or two
living  parents—but  because  of  poverty,  war,  incarceration,
illness, drug addiction or a host of other reasons, their
parents are unable or unavailable to take care of them.

The Bible refers to the orphan as “the fatherless.” Some say
our nation’s unprecedented 62 percent of young unwed mothers
contributes to the problem. Without a spouse to fall back on,
a  mother  who  faces  a  crisis—whether  medical,  emotional,
financial  or  legal—is  more  likely  to  lose  custody  of  her
child, at least temporarily.

 “We’re at epic proportions,” says Jay Mooney, director of the
Assemblies of God’s Compact Family Services in Hot Springs,
Ark. “We’ve never faced this proportion of fatherlessness in
the history of our nation.”

A Quiet Movement

Despite such grim reality, a movement grows—largely under the
radar—that has the potential for a cultural shift. Like the
awakening of a sleeping giant, the church is becoming more
intentional about what’s being called the “adoption mandate,”
which  translates  into  a  commitment  to  caring  for  the
fatherless. James 1:27 states, “Pure and undefiled religion in



the sight of our God and Father is this: to visit orphans and
widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the
world” (NASB).

The world’s largest Pentecostal denomination, the Assemblies
of God, is one example of the church’s growing response. The
denomination, taking a strategic approach, aims to build a
task force through the church to alleviate the need. In 2012,
an extensive national survey of AG congregations revealed that
68 percent of church attendees and almost half of pastors
surveyed are willing to participate in orphan care in some
way.

“The church has hundreds of thousands of people sitting in
pews  wanting  to  do  something,”  says  Glenn  Garvin,  vice
president of national camps for Royal Family Kids, a year-
round program for foster kids developed by the AG. “They just
don’t know how.”

But some places have sprung up to provide the church with
roadmaps.  FaithBridge  Foster  Care  in  Atlanta  is  one  such
organization.  Its  “Community  of  Care”  model,  developed  in
partnership with the AG, invites volunteers within a church
body to come alongside families serving foster children in the
system. This support model provides respite and support to
families that often feel overwhelmed by the bureaucracy and
demands  of  the  system  and  provides  them  with  a  type  of
extended  family,  thus  enlarging  their  capacity  to  make  a
quality difference in the lives of the children under their
care.

Christian  Alliance  for  Orphans,  led  by  Jedd  Medefind,  is
another organization seeking to grow the impact of the local
church’s commitment to caring for the fatherless and equipping
Christians for an effective response.

“God is the father to the fatherless,” Medefind says. “But God
expresses His love through us. … As a Christian community, we



must take special care of those children who are deprived of a
normal family environment, deprived of parents who are not
there for them anymore for different reasons. We must take
care of them with our love and attention.”

A Visible Gospel

More than a social safety net, the adoption mandate makes the
gospel visible.

“This is a spiritual trauma as clearly as emotional trauma,”
says Joanne Feldmeth, vice president of Royal Family Kids’
national clubs and mentors. “The church has always been called
to do this job.”

That’s because the orphan represents a broken parent-child
relationship, not unlike our separation from God as a result
of sin. The restoration of that relationship, which faith in
Jesus Christ offers, is clearly called “adoption” in Scripture
(Rom. 8:14-16).

“Nothing has been more profound in pulling back the invisible
veil than adoption,” says Steven Curtis Chapman, top Dove
Award recording artist who with his wife, Mary Beth, already
had  three  biological  children  when  they  adopted  three
daughters from China. After their first daughter, Shaohannah,
joined their family in 2000, he says it was like an epiphany
hit him.

“[It showed] the reality that this is what God has done for
us—this is as tangible as it gets,” he says. “Here’s a little
girl who had no hope, no future, no name—and in a moment,
she’s our child, she’s got our hope, she’s got our name.

“For fathers, we are entrusted with this incredible gift of
revealing—as we trust God in our struggling, bumbling way—who
God the Father is. We have a great responsibility with that. …
We are called and invited to reveal [God] to our children and
the world.”  



Jamie Cannalte agrees, saying, “When all the world sees from
the  church  is  what  we  stand  against,  this  is  an  amazing
opportunity for the world to see love flowing out of us.”

An Opportune Bridge

Yet without the moorings a permanent family offers, children
often  drift  into  dangerous  waters  where  they  are  easily
exploited. According to a Fox News report, the majority of
victims snagged into sex trafficking in the U.S. are foster
kids or runaways between the ages of 13 and 16. In many cases,
nobody even notices they go missing.

It’s a danger the Cannaltes know all too well. About 10 years
ago, while living near the Mexican border in Texas, a stranger
tried to kidnap one of the Cannalte girls from her own front
porch. Just as the stranger was trying to lure the 6-year-old
into his car, someone opened the front door of the house and
the man sped off.

“He would have been in Mexico [with her] in minutes,” Maureen
says with a shudder.

Thankfully, as most adoption agencies offer pre- and post-
adoption support, the Cannaltes received counseling and play
therapy from their agency to deal with the trauma of the
event. Yet there were certainly other times when, feeling
overwhelmed as a new mom, Maureen says she reached out to
churches for help but nobody responded.

“That was one of the roughest points in my motherhood,” she
says.

But better days may be ahead, as public and private nonprofit
agencies have begun, more and more, to link arms with faith-
based organizations that want to provide practical volunteer
support  for  the  foster  and  adoptive  communities.  With
increased needs and decreased funding, it’s time for all hands
on  deck,  and  there’s  something  everybody  can  do,  from



fundraising and diaper drives to mentoring and respite care.

“The need has far outgrown the capacity,” Mooney says. “What
is emerging as meeting a need is wraparound services—you wrap
the church around the need.”

In the U.S. alone, more than 400,000 children flood the foster
system, according to the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. While adoption is now more acceptable and open than
it once was, only 52,000 children were adopted in 2012, partly
because adoptive parents are less equipped or less willing to
take in sibling groups, older kids and those with special
medical or emotional needs. The average child stays in foster
care for more than three years, and half live in three or more
homes during that time, waiting to be reunited with their
families.

“What every foster kid knows when you walk in the door is that
you’re leaving,” Feldmeth says of the challenge.

“The nature of foster care is temporary,” echoes David Jordan,
executive  director  of  Agape  Child  and  Family  Services  in
Memphis, Tenn. “But over a long period of time, you are in
temporary status. The child thinks, ‘I don’t have a place
that’s home. Who is going to walk me down the aisle?'”

Even the label foster kid is problematic, Jordan says, as it
carries the stigma of a troubled youth.

“When you say, ‘I’m a child in foster care,’ it’s a place in
life. Singling them out [as a social class] identifies them as
though there’s something wrong with them,” he says. “The child
feels at fault because he is the one removed from the home.”

According to Mooney, the traditional approach to foster care
is focused on the child, but the modern approach is ministry
to the birth family as well—so that if the child returns home,
they don’t run into the same mistakes.



“We need to redeem the family for the sake of the child,” he
says.

And creating an intentional support system through the church
can make all the difference in a positive outcome for all
involved.

A Way In

Although men sometimes find it hard to talk about personal
relationships, fathers particularly have a lot to offer to
shipwrecked families.

“We work really hard to recruit males,” Garvin says.

And it’s a win-win situation because the experience taps the
hearts of the men as well as kids.

“Once they meet the children in this community, that child and
that faith and that story gets embedded in the adult’s life,”
Garvin says.

Organized programs, like Garvin’s Royal Family Kids camps, can
be a great place to start, but simply befriending foster and
adoptive  couples—offering  to  babysit  or  attend  the  kids’
recitals and sports events—is another practical way to show
support.

Individuals and churches can also seek to wrap around families
by providing transitional services, as up to 30,000 kids “age
out” of foster care each year after they turn 18 unless they
continue their education. But with only a 50 percent high
school graduation rate among them, few go to college, and high
unemployment rates contribute to their becoming homeless or
turning to crime.

As one solution to this transition challenge, Compact Family
Services manages a 24-apartment home for aged-out foster kids
who need a place to live while learning about life skills and



job training.

“[The program] is replicable,” Mooney says, “but you have to
have a facility for it.”

And then there are the college students catching the vision
for the adoption mandate. Show Hope, an orphan care ministry
based in Nashville and started by the Chapmans 10 years ago,
hosts the “Red Bus Project,” a mobile thrift store housed in a
double-decker  bus.  It  rolls  onto  college  campuses  with  a
festival atmosphere and an invitation for students to shop,
learn about the ministry of Show Hope and donate gently used
items to be resold. Proceeds are used for adoption grants.

“We  need  to  put  efforts  forward  to  the  next  generation,
raising awareness … so the orphan cause is in their DNA,” says
Show Hope’s executive director, Scott Hasenbalg.

Show Hope’s grants have helped more than 4,000 people adopt
children to date, though they’ve had to turn away more than
6,000 others because of limited funds. The ministry encourages
students to find creative ways to raise support for the cause.

“Part  of  that  entrepreneurial  spirit  …  is  created  for
[students] to have an on-ramp and get a taste of what it means
to  help  facilitate  a  life-changing  event  for  others,”
Hasenbalg  says.

More than 14,000 students have participated in Show Hope’s
programs to date. But like any cause, it’s hard to tell if
students and adults will adopt the mandate for the long haul.

“It’ll go through a fad phase, but it’ll separate itself out,”
Hasenbalg says. “The emotional response will only last so
long. It’ll take time for the mandate to truly seep in.”

Only  time  will  tell  how  this  wave  of  volunteerism  and
cooperation will impact the culture of orphan care. But for
every child and family who is touched by it, it creates whole



worlds of change.

Anahid Schweikert is a frequent contributor to Charisma. She
lives  in  Memphis,  Tenn.,  with  her  husband  and  their  two
daughters, who were adopted from China.

Watch amazing stories of orphans whose lives have been changed
by Christian families taking them in at


