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ST. PETERSBURG — Ac-
cording to One Church One
Child of Florida, on any given
day, there are around 750 chil-
dren in foster care in Florida;
of those, more than 40 percent
are African American, while
making up only 17 percent of
the state’s population. 

Patsy Stills, executive di-
rector for Heart Gallery of
Pinellas & Pasco, said these
numbers hold true locally. It is
even worse if you are a
teenager. Out of the last 10
Heart Gallery Children

adopted, just three were teens. 
Stills said that coming from

a big family with nine siblings
gave her a passion for helping
those growing up without that
same sense of companionship. 

“I just think how it would
be awful if I was a 20-year-old
kid and I had no family to go
home to for the holidays,” said
Stills. “So that’s my personal
‘why.’”

Heart Gallery began in
2001 when a professional pho-
tographer and adoption re-
cruiter in New Mexico got the
idea to use inspiring portraits
of older children and sibling

groups to help aid in their
chances of finding a forever
family. It quickly spread and
became a national organiza-
tion to pool resources, share
best practices, seek grants,
and create corporate partner-
ships. 

Stills said that the children
referred to Heart Gallery have
been in foster care for a while,
many of them from two to five
years. This is also after efforts
to find a natural connection to
adopt them have been ex-
hausted. She said that most
kids get put into temporary
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Are you interested in being a radio guest?
Radio Personality Princess Denise Wright 
of  Matters of the Heart Radio Ministry 
is looking forward to you being a guest on 
her global radio broadcasting network on 
99.1 FM JAMS. Matters of the Heart Radio

Ministry has been broadcasting for the past 16 years locally and 
internationally, all the way into Jamaica. For additional information
about scheduling a guest interview or promoting your business, 
book, music CD or non-profit organization, please call 727-488-8818
or email princessdenise.8818@yahoo.com
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Essence of
Ebony Pearls
2021 Debutante
Cotillion

Rafael Robinson takes home Sunshine
Ambassador Award, inspires City Council

ST. PETERSBURG -- Last month,
Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Incorpo-
rated®, Zeta Upsilon Omega Chapter,
in partnership with the Youth Develop-
ment Foundation of Pinellas County,
Inc., hosted their 11th Biennial Essence
of Ebony Pearls Debutante Cotillion.
Six beautiful young ladies were virtually
presented into society. 

The purpose of the cotillion is to
promote the achievements of young
ladies, inspiring educational and cul-
tural growth, encourage personal devel-
opment, and promote community
service. The cotillion was the culminat-
ing activity for the 2020-21 Essence of
Ebony Pearls Scholarship Program. 

Even though this season was inter-
rupted by the COVID-19 pandemic, the
young ladies quickly pivoted to adapt to
online activities. The debutantes partic-
ipated in various virtual workshops, be-
ginning last fall. Lessons were taught in
mental health and wellness, fashion and
beauty, professional networking, eti-
quette, and leadership and advocacy. 

The young ladies also planned and
implemented a community service
project where they hosted a virtual
read-a-loud for elementary school-aged
students. Other activities included a
mother-daughter tea, which celebrated
women of the Harlem Renaissance, and
a virtual painting party.

The debutantes were recognized
for their academic achievements,
church, community, and civic involve-
ment. City Councilwoman Deborah
Figgs-Sanders played the role of mis-
tress of ceremony, and as the immedi-
ate past chairwoman of the cotillion, she
narrated the memorable evening as the
debutantes dressed impeccably in all
white graced the stage and waltzed with
their fathers. 

Cassandra Williams and Madge
Cooks served as the chairwoman and
co-chair of the event. More than $13,000
in scholarships were awarded.

The following outstanding debu-
tantes were recognized for their
achievements:

Miss Debutante 2021 – Miss
Kennedy Gray

First Attendant 2021 – Miss Serena
Vazquez

Second Attendant 2021 – Miss
Richelle Still

Third Attendant 2021 – Miss Janae
Terrell

BY MARK PARKER
Staff Writer 

ST. PETERSBURG – Rafael
Robinson is a man of many tal-
ents – teacher, author, entre-
preneur are just some of his
titles, but his most important
work may be what he is doing
to instill the importance of
STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering and Math) educa-
tion in children throughout the
community.

At a recent city council
meeting, Robinson was recog-
nized for his efforts, all of
which are self-funded. There,
councilmember Deborah
Figgs-Sanders was honored to
present him and his team with
the Sunshine Ambassador
Award.

“We always hear about
what is wrong, what is wrong,
what is wrong. I’m so honored
to share something that is
right,” said Figgs-Sanders.
“And the city provides the op-
portunity to do just that.”

Figgs-Sanders said that the
education system has come up
short in hiring Black male role
models to help close the edu-
cational gap, and that is why

the ongoing efforts of people
like Robinson are so needed
and valued. She added that
less than two percent of the
county’s teachers are Black
males.

She recalled a shirt one of
Robinson’s two daughters
were wearing at a recent
STEM Saturday event that he
hosts. It read: “Forget being a
princess; I want to be an engi-
neer.” Figgs-Sanders said that
mindset is exactly what needs
to be instilled in children.

“Especially from areas that
we call challenged,” said the
councilwoman. “But we know
those babies can learn.
There’s nothing challenging
about it other than them being
afforded the resources.”

Figgs-Sanders then said
that she would like to step out
of her city council role and pre-
sented Robinson with a $500
donation from her and her hus-
band.

Robinson said that he feels
See ROBINSON,  page 12

Rafael Robinson is honored for keeping science 
at the forefront of children’s minds.

Kennedy Gray – 
Miss Debutante 2021

Bay News 9 reporter/anchor, Erica Riggins, had only intended on 
adopting one child but fell in love with three siblings. Riggins said she was 

“blessed” to have her three children come into her life.

Heart Gallery seeks
homes for Black children
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The following vehicle will be sold at public auction, free of all prior liens, per Fla. Stat. 713.78
at 9:00am on August 5,2021 and August 9,2021 at lienor's address. No titles AS IS, Cash Only.
Oasis Towing & Recovery, LLC 4020 8th Ave S; St. Petersburg, FL 33711. Phone 727-623-1341

08/05/2021
2018 Chevy Vin#1G1ZD5ST3JF124030
2014 Chevy Vin#1G1155S38EU125704

08/09/2021
2003 Dodge Vin#1D7FL16X13S257212

NOTICE OF SALE

Breaking

the Cycle
REV. DR. ROBERT L. 
HARRISON, PH.D.
Men of S.T.E.E.L. Ministries
www.menofsteelministries.com

DEBUNKING INCLU-
SIVE

Praise the Lord.
Yes I’m back and Yes

I’m finna deal with this so-
called ministry of inclusion
where it’s being taught that
it doesn’t matter anymore
how you live because there
is no more sin and hell and
we all will enter into para-
dise or heaven.

This lie started years
ago by a mega church pas-
tor who was later removed
and striped of his position
and he lost his church and
before that even had the
nerve to go to the headship
which elevated him and
tried to convince them that
God had come to him and
him alone and told of this
“new gospel” and that the
centuries old teaching that
you will have to repent or
face judgment by God is no
longer valid and God Him-
self made a mistake.

Oh, I know you reading
this and thinking this
sounds crazy and far-
fetched but go look at
“Come Sunday” on Netflix.
Since that “MOVIE” came
out there were some of the
characters in that movie
that came forward and clar-
ified some of the scenes or
corrected some of the
events, remember, it was a
movie and we all know
most times things have to
be sensationalized to sell.

Now, to this day, several
other well known pastors
have clung to this heresy
and its spread throughout
the nation, EVEN lil o south
St Pete.  Yes I know person-
ally of pastors that are push-
ing it like the “new crack”
and those that remain in
their church are reluctantly
staying hoping their leader
comes back to himself and
back to the scriptures and
back to God.  But let me as-
sure you of this one thing,
once satan has his hooks in
you, especially if you are
the headship of the church,
not God’s church, he will
not let go so easily.  As the
head goes so goes the body
and if the head is poisoned,
polluted and beguiled, so
will the saints that remain
under him.

I preached this last
week on my Facebook Live
that God is not gonna grant
you an exemption if you
knowingly or not
knowingly stay
under someone

teaching false doctrines.
Ultimately, you will be re-
sponsible and sadly you will
not be able to blame the
leader because it was your
decision to stay.  You say
but how did you know,
when you either felt in your
spirit that something wasn’t
quite right anymore or you
saw many that were faithful
members decide that it was
time to leave and the leader
bashed them for leaving so
that it took away your
thoughts of unrest on what
they had started teaching
that was a complete 180 de-
gree turn from what they
had been teaching for
years.  It will be subtle, just
as satan was in the garden
with Eve, but it will be con-
vincing enough to win
them.  These leaders have
taken their eyes off God
and His word and have fo-
cused on filthy lucre, status
or position in the commu-
nity or any other manner of
such as the world is.  Take
a quick look at their lives
and the relationships that
God created and if there is
a distinct problem or issue
with it, example their chil-
dren, their marriage, or
their “prayer life” or rela-
tionship with God, then you
know that they are not op-
erating under the direction
of God.  The connection
has been severed based on
their decision to follow man
and not God and God has
turned a blind eye and deaf
ear to their petitions, re-
quests, and prayers and
this holds true to the sheep
that are remaining under
this delusional leader.

When you pray to God
to give you direction, right-
eous, spiritual direction to
His truth and you then stay
or go the other direction,
He can’t help you nether
will He make you go down
that path.  Yu asked him to
show you and He did, you
then allowed your relation-
ship or friendship for
mankind to overshadow
your Love for God and that
my friend is a form of idola-
try and is unacceptable
unto God.

The following are the
scriptures that support all
that has been presented
here for your learning and
acceptance or rejection, ei-
ther way it’s the Word and
if you have been blinded to

the extent that you will
not heed the warning

signs, I can only pray for
your deliverance and that
your eyes and ears become
receptive as they once
were.

REVELATION 20
10 Then the devil who

had led them astray [de-
ceiving and seducing
them] was hurled into the
fiery lake of burning brim-
stone, where the beast and
false prophet were; and
they will be tormented day
and night forever and ever
(through the ages of the
ages).

11 Then I saw a great
white throne and the One
Who was seated upon it,
from Whose
presence and from the
sight of Whose face earth
and sky fled away, and no
place was found for them.

12 I [ALSO] SAW THE
DEAD, GREAT AND
SMALL; THEY STOOD
BEFORE THE THRONE,
AND BOOKS WERE
OPENED. THEN AN-
OTHER BOOK WAS
OPENED, WHICH IS
[THE BOOK] OF LIFE.
AND THE DEAD WERE
JUDGED (SENTENCED)
BY WHAT THEY HAD
DONE [[B]THEIR
WHOLE WAY OF FEEL-
ING AND ACTING,
THEIR AIMS AND EN-
DEAVORS] IN ACCOR-
DANCE WITH WHAT
WAS RECORDED IN
THE BOOKS.

13 And the sea deliv-
ered up the dead who were
in it, death and Hades
([c]the state of death or dis-
embodied existence) sur-
rendered the dead in them,
and all were tried and their
cases determined by what
they had done [according
to their motives, aims, and
works].

14 Then death and
Hades ([d]the state of
death or disembodied exis-
tence) were thrown into the
lake of fire. THIS IS THE
SECOND DEATH, the
lake of fire.

15 And if anyone’s
[name] was not found
recorded in the Book of
Life, he was hurled into the
lake of fire.

There are many more
to come but for now let this
one marinate in your spirit.

Till next week,
God Bless and Keep you.
Bishop Dr. Robert L.

Harrison, Jr.
Aka Bishop Buzzkill

Bishop Buzzkill is Back!
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9 a.m.-3 p.m., July 28 
 9 a.m.-Noon, July 29

Join us as we work together to give HIV-positive 
Pinellas County residents better access to 
affordable housing. Meet online or in-person at 

$10 Publix gift card to 
purchase lunch. 

 Topics include
• Local and state housing updates using 

important information from other 
community housing initiatives 

• HIV housing solutions 

•
and social service providers 

• Engaging our collaborative network 

Register Today: 
http://stpe.co/unqjk 

Please Note: Registration information is being 
collected by Collaborative Labs.

MyEPIC.org

a member of

HIV  
Housing  
Summit  

Healing While Black 2021: 
‘We are the One’ 
BY J.A. JONES
Staff Writer 

ST PETERSBURG –
In its fourth year, The
Well for Life’s fourth an-
nual BIPOC mental
health awareness sum-
mit, 2021 Healing While
Black, returns this week,
offering an array of pow-
erful speakers, presenta-
tions, community
gatherings, and experi-
ences. 

Registration for
events from Friday, July
23 to Sunday, July 25 is
open online now – while
a last-minute slot has
been added for Thursday,
July 22, at 2:30 p.m. with
Bob Devin Jones hosting
a conversation on healing
through art with local
artists at Studio@620.

Participants who are
fully vaccinated and “feel-
ing well” — as well as
those viewing online —
will experience events at
SPC’s Allstate Center at
3200 34th St. S, with addi-
tional outdoor events
happening at Boyd Hill
Nature Preserve, the
Deuces Corridor, the Dr.
Carter G. Woodson
African American Mu-
seum, and other location.

Dr. LaDonna Butler,
founder of The Well, said
the conference was built
around the theme “We
are the One” and noted
many reasons for imbu-
ing this year’s conference
with the empowering and
uplifting theme.

“It was important for
us to focus on our ability
to show up as a people.
This year is really a cele-
bration of resiliency and
a celebration of our
strength,” she shared. 

Noting that the past
year had been a difficult
one, inspiring the desire
to “celebrate the power of
collective healing, and
well-being, coming
through a global pan-
demic, social and racial
unrest, as well as an eco-
nomic shift in our coun-
try.”

Butler noted that the
theme is inclusive of not
just health care practi-
tioners but also the wider
community. “We’re the
ones that show up —
we’re the ones to take
care of our neighbors.
We’re the ones that have
the solution and strategy
embedded in us.” 

She also acknowl-
edged that the theme
also takes into account
the hardships facing our
community. “We also are
the ones that are show-
ing up at number one for
some of the greatest
health disparities, includ-
ing asthma, diabetes,
COVID, HIV.” 

But, she added, while
we are facing these dis-

parities, “We also are the
ones that have the capac-
ity to be resilient, and to
restore, and to be able to
respond to one another
in ways that are restora-
tive.”

On Friday, the confer-
ence focuses on commu-
nity and professional
development, with virtual
training in topics, includ-
ing Applicable Strategies
for supporting BIPOC
mental health and collab-
orative learning to aid in
long-term solutions for
healing communities by
leveraging collective
power.

On Friday evening,
the offerings shift to the
James Museum, at 150
Central Ave., for an
evening of “artist conver-
sation and poetic expres-
sion,” including artist
Nick Davis and a DJ spin-
ning music.

Saturday — Decon-
structed Series

• Melanated Move-
ment: several physical ac-
tivities, including yoga
and mindfulness with
Clayton Sizemore, a bas-
ketball tournament, an
Outdoor Afro Hike, Kick-
ball, and a water aerobics
session with Dr. Natasha
Rubie

•  Nourish and Re-
flect: “Family Picnic,”
“Brown Girl Brunch,”
and “Brothers and BBQ”

• Textured Conversa-
tions: with events at Di-
vine Textures in Gulfport
and Central Station Bar-
bershop and Grooming
in St. Pete.

Saturday’s water aer-
obics facilitator, Dr.
Natasha Rubie, shared
how her work con-
tributed to healing. “I got
involved with Dr. Butler
because I first started out
with what she was doing
on gun violence in the
neighborhood in St Pe-
tersburg. And from
there, we realized that a
lot of those neighboring
environments were not
allowed to use certain
pools. They weren’t to
allow to be able to get in
there and do water aero-
bics, or anything that’s
exercise-driven.”

Rubie has taught
water aerobics for the
last seven years and
spoke passionately about
its restorative power. 

“I’ve seen people able
to have movement in
their lives. A lot of people
don’t have a starting
point. And so, at least in
the water, even if you
can’t walk, if you’re
wheelchair-bound, in the
water you’re able to have
water-legs. It’s the most
amazing thing — I’ve
watched people cry be-
cause they didn’t realize
the power of water.” 

Sunday, the confer-
ence wraps up with “A
Celebration of Us” – in-
cluding painting in the
park led by artist Cather-
ine E Weaver, an early
morning photo walk con-
ducted by Boyzell Hosey,
and the Community Fes-
tival featuring local ven-
dors, a food court, two
live music areas, and
local artists.

Other guest speakers
and presenters include
Corey B. Best, Rochelle
Ritchie, Dr. S. Kent But-
ler, Dr. Shamarial Rober-
son, Josh Odom, and
Kempis “Ghani” Song-
ster.

Butler noted that “We
are the Ones” brings the
entire community into
the act of self-care – in-
cluding, in her case, a
neighbor who found a
family member with di-
mension wandering the
streets and brought her
home to stay with her
until Butler was con-
tacted. 

“It’s also our health-
care practitioners who
sacrificed their own fam-
ilies, their own time and
respond to some of the
most dangerous and crit-
ical places in our health,”
said Butler.  It’s our or-
ganizers who are helping
us to stay focused, vocal,
and active around the
things that keep our com-
munities safe; our media,
where we have the power
to direct the story in a
way that highlights and
affirms the truth about
our community. 

“So, when I say, ‘we
are the ones,’ I’m talking
about the collective we.”

To register for this
week’s 2021 Healing
While Black Summit, go
to thewellforlife.square-
space.com.

Dr. LaDonna Butler’s
Healing While Black
2021 mental health
awareness summit
gets underway this

weekend.
Registration for

events from Friday,
July 23 to Sunday,

July 25 is open online
now at

thewellforlife.squares
pace.com.
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BY J.A. JONES
Staff Writer

DUNEDIN – When
two-year-old Jordan Bel-
liveau was found lifeless
in Largo Park in 2018, his
life snuffed out at the
hands of his 21-year-old
mother, Charisse Stinson,
the blame game immedi-
ately began. Media
pointed to flaws in the fos-
ter care system, family
pathology, and negative
influences surrounding
Stinson and the baby’s fa-
ther, Jordan Belliveau Sr.

The tragedy prompted
systemic reviews and a
new bill, Jordan’s Law, to
improve communication
between child welfare
agencies and law enforce-
ment.

On the local level, the
Belliveau case stirred a
grandmother to become
an activist for parental
wellness. Chantala Davis
founded the nonprofit A
Mother’s Arms (AMA) in
response to the incidents
leading up to Jordan’s
death and response to ex-
periences closer to home.

Davis, a Clearwater
native, was moved by
both the unnecessary and
horrendous death of the
infant, and the no-win sit-
uation Stinson, a young
mother under stress, with
an unstable upbringing
and no support system,
found herself in. Once a
teenaged mother herself,
Davis decided to act when
her own daughter began
to cry out for support.

“People fail to realize
— yes, the children are an
asset in our lives, and they
are our future — but what
about the parents? Some

of them are broken, some
of them have not learned
things, some of them
don’t even know them-
selves,” shared Davis.

A graduate of Eckerd
College with a Bachelor’s
of Arts degree in Human
Service, Davis held posi-
tions as a program facilita-
tor, youth support, and
outreach worker and par-
ticipated in various local
groups and organizations
as a community advocate
before founding AMA.
She is also a member of
the National Black Child
Development Institute. 

But Davis said it’s her
life experiences and those
of family, friends, and
community members like
Stinson that informed her
decision to start A
Mother’s A(rriving to)
r(elieve a) m(other’s)
s(tress).  Davis had the
opportunity to speak with
Stinson after she caused
her son’s death.

“The one thing she
kept saying is that it didn’t
come with instructions on
how to be a parent. And
she said she didn’t have
any backbone. She didn’t
have the village.”

And it is that exact
lack of support that Davis
is targeting. 

“It is a village effect
that I’m trying to bring
back — helping us to un-
derstand one another and
support and empower
through strength, not the
weaknesses. That’s what
we’re not concentrating
on.”  

Davis has completed
two sessions of her eight-
week program, servicing
intimate groups of moth-
ers who have met weekly

online to work through
the curriculum Davis pro-
vides, along with presen-
tations by online guest
speakers. 

“Of course, an eight
week-curriculum is not
going to teach someone
everything about them-
selves. But I bring in
guest speakers and the
expertise that they will
normally not seek out,”
acknowledged Davis, who
noted that many women
don’t go to workshops –
or even read books.

Various life topics are
presented, such as balanc-
ing a budget, saving
money, and financial is-
sues, that are often diffi-
cult to discuss.

“Some of them have
not even learned but had
to be taught how to be an
adult or how to manage
their bills. These are

stress triggers — when a
single mother is sitting
there, and they’re trying
to figure out OK, how do
I get this bill paid?”  

The curriculum also
reviews parenting styles.
Davis recalled a class she
had at Eckerd that re-
vealed to her that she had
issues stemming from her
own upbringing that
needed addressing. 

“Obtaining my degree
from Eckerd College had
me looking in a mirror.
I’m sitting there, and I’m
going through everything
in class, and I’m reading
up on some things, and
I’m like: “Oh my God;
that’s me. That’s why I do
things like I do.’ That’s
something that it took me
until I got into college as
an adult to understand.
So, just imagine how
many adults are walking

around here who don’t
even know themselves?”
mused Davis.

Recalling how, as a
young pregnant teen
mom, she skipped over a
lot of childhood and went
straight into adulthood,
Davis said there’s a lot of
things she missed. 

“I wasn’t taught how to
be a woman; I wasn’t
taught any kind of child-
care skills.” Most impor-
tantly, shared Davis. “I
wasn’t taught how strong
the mind is over every-
thing else within you.”

The curriculum goes
into problematic habits in-
herited from childhood –
yelling, shaming, and de-
meaning children – all be-
haviors Davis noted that
negatively impact a child’s
sense of self.  Sometimes
they touch on complex
topics that might cause
shame if Davis didn’t han-
dle the discussions as
gently as she does. 

“Sometimes they’re
embarrassed; we’ll have
sessions called ‘peel the
onion,’” said Davis, who
encourages her partici-
pants to share anonymous
questions or topics that
she addresses without
stating anyone’s name.  

“She teaches you self-
evaluation,” said Davis’s
daughter, 31-year-old
Chanteia Simmons, who
has gone through the pro-
gram. “It’s good for moth-
ers or parents because it
takes you back kind of to
the basics of yourself and
teaches you how to re-
evaluate how you’re think-
ing.”

Maranda Douglas
shared, “I think it’s a
much-needed program

for first-time parents or
mothers or any mothers
that are in distress. It was
really nice to be able to
just take a minute to really
think about myself and
my personal wellness and
then how that reflects into
my parenting style. That
was useful.”

Nicole, a 46-year-old
mother, shared, “It helps
you with a lot of things
you go through in life.
You learn that things we
were taught growing up
are not always right. “

Board member
LaTisha Bell has been a
case manager and child
and family consultant. She
believes in AMA’s mission
and its supportive work to
bring about more safety
for young children. 

“Our children will
have a better chance of
not being abused when
they have these types of
services — resources like
AMA — in place.”

AMA’s upcoming Sat-
urday, July 25, inaugural
Baby Jordan Belliveau
Community Bash will
take place from 12-3 p.m.
at Eli’s Bar-B-Que, 360
Skinner Blvd., Dunedin.
For more information, call
727-815-6399, and follow
AMA on Facebook.

Parental wellness respite program celebrates inaugural
Baby Jordan Belliveau Community Bash

Chantala Davis (right) posing with one of her 
A Mother’s Arms program participants.

Jordan Belliveau
was found lifeless in
Largo Park in 2018. 

His mother admitted
she hit him and left 

him there. 
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Medical Group
Internal & Family Meedicine

Miss Supreme Spirit –
Miss Kennedy Gray 

Miss Community Serv-
ice – Miss Kennedy Gray

Miss Congeniality – Miss
Richelle Still

About Alpha Kappa
Alpha Sorority, Incorpo-
rated®

Founded in 1908, Alpha
Kappa Alpha Sorority, Incor-
porated® is the oldest Greek-
letter organization
established by African-Amer-
ican women. Sorority mem-
bers are committed to
cultivating and encouraging
high scholastic and ethical
standards, promoting unity
and friendship, alleviating so-
cial issues that affect girls and
women, maintaining a pro-
gressive interest in college
life, and serving all hu-
mankind. 

The Zeta Upsilon Omega
Chapter was chartered on
December 15, 1955, where
Lisa Brody presides as chap-
ter president today.

About Youth Develop-
ment Foundation of
Pinellas County, Inc.

The Youth Development
Foundation of Pinellas
County, Inc. is the 501(c) 3
nonprofit designated entity.
Established in 1998, the pur-
pose of the Foundation is to
enhance the quality of life for
targeted youth and families in
Pinellas County by securing
funds to provide program ac-
tivities and services, which
focus on education and schol-
arships, health, the arts, the
family unit as well as foster
economic and community
development within our com-
munity.

To learn more about
Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority,
Incorporated®, Zeta Upsilon
Omega Chapter, visit
www.zuochapter.org.

Kennedy Gray was a
Junior at Boca Ciega High
School where she was a
member of Pirates Debate
Club, Color Guard Co-Cap-

tain, the Fundamental Pro-
gram, the St. Pete Aquatics
Swim Team, the NAACP
Youth Council, Black Girls
Lead, Black Girls Venture,
Community Youth Literacy
Advocates and a member of
the AKA AKAdemy Exqui-
site Gems program. After
graduation, she plans to at-
tend Bethune-Cookman
University and  Howard Uni-
versity School of Law and
major in Communications &
Pre-Law. Her career goal is
to practice family law and be-
come a judge. She enjoys
reading, writing poetry and
cooking with her grand-
mother. Debutante Kennedy
Gray was introduced to soci-
ety by her parents, Kendrick
and Donnebra Gray.

London Starks was a jun-
ior at Lakewood High

School and in the St. Peters-
burg College Early Learning
Program. She was the Cap-
tain of the Girls Varsity Soc-
cer Team, member of the
Girls Varsity Swimming
Team, Girls Varsity Track
team and  Strictly Soccer
Futball Club.  Her other ac-
tivities and honors include
being a Campus Ambassa-
dor and Volunteer with
Feeding Tampa Bay, Assis-
tant Nursery Leader at
Pinellas Community
Church, Spelman College
Prep Institute, AKA
AKAdemy Exquisite Gems
program and she received
the Dr. Mac J. Williams Aca-
demic Excellence Award.
After graduation, London
plans to attend Embry-Rid-
dle Aeronautical University
to major in Physics & As-
tronomy. Her career goal is
to earn her Ph.D. & become
a NASA researcher. Her
hobbies and interests in-
clude art, soccer, swimming
and reading.   Debutante
London Starks was pre-
sented to society by her par-
ents, Patrick Tyler and
Oneika Tyler.

Richelle Still was a senior
at Boca Ciega High School
where she was involved in
various programs and activi-
ties. She was a member of
the Center for Wellness &
Medical Professions, the Na-

tional Honor Society, the Sci-
ence National Honor Society,
Mu Alpha Theta Honor Soci-
ety, Recycling Club, Youth in
Government, President of
Rho Kappa Honor Society,
and the Health Occupations
Students of America. Her
awards include the Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr. Leader-
ship Award, Vyrle Davis
Award, and the Dr. Mac J.
Williams Award. She was
also a Woodson Warrior
Scholarship Recipient and a
member of the AKA
AKAdemy Exquisite Gems
program. After graduation,
Miss Still plans to attend the
University of Miami to major
in International Studies. Her
career goal is to become a po-
litical advocate & travel the
world. Her hobbies include
reading, creating art, being in
nature, working with chil-
dren, traveling and spending
time with friends & family.
Debutante Richelle Still was
presented to society by her
parents, Clifford and Arilee
Still.

Janae Terrell was a sen-
ior at Boca Ciega High
School where she is the Sen-
ior Class Vice-President and
is in the Top 20% of the Senior
Class. She is a member of the
National Honor Society, Rho
Kappa Spanish Honor Soci-
ety and the Varsity Softball
Team. She is also a member

of the AKA AKAdemy Exqui-
site Gems program. Miss
Terrell was a recipient of the
Terri Murph Scholarship and
a Woodson Warrior Scholar-
ship Recipient.  After gradua-
tion, she plans to attend
Tennessee State University
to major in Biology or Physi-
cal Therapy. Her career goal
is to become a General Den-
tist or a Physical Therapist.
Her hobbies and interests in-
clude softball, cleaning,
watching Netflix, hanging out
with friends, swimming,
going to the beach and trav-
eling. Debutante Janae Ter-
rell was presented to society
by her parents, Grady and
Debbie Terrell. 

Serena Vazquez was a
junior at Admiral Farragut
Academy High School
where she was the Girls Var-
sity Track & Field Captain,
Girls Varsity Soccer Captain,
a member of the Diversity
Club, and a member of the
Drama Club. Miss Vazquez is
a member of the AKA
AKAdemy Exquisite Gems
program and volunteers with
Community Action Stops
Abuse (CASA). After gradu-
ation, she plans to attend
Florida Agricultural and Me-
chanical University to major
in Sports Medicine. Her ca-
reer goal is to become an ath-
letic trainer. Her interests and
hobbies include running

track, playing soccer, spend-
ing time with family & friends
and cooking. Debutante Ser-
ena Vazquez was presented
to society by her parents,
Francisco and Sandra
Vazquez.

Bree Wilson was a senior
at St. Petersburg High
School where she was the
National Honor Society Sec-
retary, the Girls Varsity Bas-
ketball Team Captain,  she
had a 4.0 weighted GPA, and
was on the Principal’s List
during 2020-21 school year.
Miss Wilson is a member of
the Greater Mt. Zion African
Methodist Episcopal Church
where she serves as an offi-
cer of the Young Peoples Di-
vision (YPD), she was a
Woodson Warrior Scholar-
ship Recipient and a member
of AKA AKAdemy Exquisite
Gems program. After gradu-
ation, Miss Wilson plans to at-
tend the University of North
Florida where she plans to
major in Marine Biology. Her
career goal is to become a
Marine Biologist and dis-
cover unknown parts of the
ocean. Her hobbies and inter-
ests include playing basket-
ball, watching CoryxKenshin
on YouTube, hanging out
with friends, and baking
desserts. Debutante Bree
Wilson was presented to so-
ciety by her parents, Darryl
and Cherita Wilson.

Debutante 
Kennedy Gray

Debutante 
London Starks

Debutante 
Richelle Still

Debutante 
Janae Terrell

Debutante 
Serena Vazquez

Debutante 
Bree Wilson

Essence of Ebony Pearls 2021 Debutante Cotillion
DEBUTANTE , from front page
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Leisha McKinley-Beach’s 30-year battle against AIDS, racism
in the South, part 2
BY J.A. JONES
Staff Writer

ST. PETERSBURG –
Leisha McKinley-Beach, a
national HIV consultant
involved in Pinellas
County’s Ending the HIV
Epidemic initiative, has
been at the forefront of
Florida’s battle against
AIDS for 30 years. Origi-
nally from DeFuniak
Springs in northwest
Florida, she recalled that
when she returned to
northwest Florida to work
as an AIDS advocate after
graduating from the Uni-
versity of Florida, it was
“one of the darkest peri-
ods of HIV for me.”

At the time, said
McKinley Beach, there
weren’t any Black
HIV/AIDS organizations
in the region; it was “a
white gay male move-
ment.” As she began to
try to build support for of-
fering HIV services to
Black people, McKinley-
Beach said the amount of
resistance she encoun-
tered was such that, be-
fore long, she was ready
to throw the towel in.

“I had resistance from
the health department; I
had resistance from the
AIDS service organiza-
tions; if I didn’t believe in
something greater than
me, you and I would not
be sitting here doing this
story,” she averred.

McKinley-Beach said
that when she started dis-
cussing AIDS impacting
Black and Brown commu-
nities, it became a prob-
lem for the agencies she
dealt with. While more
and more Black people
were being diagnosed,
there were no programs
centered around them
and no initiatives to reach
Black people.

“They didn’t want to
hear that; they wanted me
to remain with the AIDS
service organization that
was there, where the
board was all white, the
leadership was all white.”

McKinley-Beach was
one of a handful of Blacks
in lower level, non-deci-
sion-making roles. The
year was 1997, a year be-
fore Congress set aside
funds through the Minor-
ity AIDS Initiative to ad-
dress HIV among Black
and Brown people.

At the time, McKinley-
Beach was working under
an HIV/AIDS program
coordinator who was an
older white male who
tried to “smooth things
over with me” by suggest-
ing new “language” for
discussing HIV in minor-
ity communities.

But McKinley-Beach
knew it was time to
change the infrastructure
and framework. She pro-
posed forming a minority
advisory board able to

strategize and plan from a
culturally relevant per-
spective.

“He and I went back
and forth,” McKinley-
Beach remembered, “and
he got so angry, he said,
‘Fine, invite them all to
come, get some chicken
and some watermelon for
dinner, and you will find
that when they finish eat-
ing, and they leave, you
will be here left by your-
self to do this work.’”

This would have been
upsetting for a seasoned
professional to hear, but
McKinley-Beach was only
in her early 20s at that
point.

“I had to pick my jaw
up off the floor first. Then
I said to him, ‘I think you
need to prepare for your
next job.’ I didn’t know
how I was gonna do it. But
I knew that he would be
the biggest barrier to us
getting the services that
Black people need.”

Through the help of a
community business
owner, McKinley-Beach
was able to gain the sup-
port of the NAACP presi-
dents of four northwest
Florida counties, and ulti-
mately the man was re-
moved from his position.

“I considered that a
win. We got him out of
that position, and the peo-
ple who came after him, at
least during my tenure
there, were very cog-

nizant of the need to be
inclusive and to look at
the landscape and ensure
that minority folks were
in positions of influence.”

McKinley-Beach went
on to start the first Minor-
ity AIDS organization in
Pensacola and then
moved to work for the
Florida Department of
Health in the Bureau of
HIV and AIDS. Unfortu-
nately, they didn’t have
any Black same-gender-
loving men in the pro-
gram, and they were the
group most impacted.

Her tenure taught her
that she needed to be a
voice and champion for
the larger Black commu-
nity.

“When I walked into
the room, I had to bring
Black women; I had to
bring Black teens, I had to
bring Black men, regard-
less of their sexual orien-
tation – I was their voice.
And that was something
that I did not take lightly.”

Today, McKinley-
Beach sees Black women
and Black same-gender-
loving men in key posi-
tions throughout the state
of Florida and as
HIV/AIDS program coor-
dinators throughout the
state health department.

“I like to believe that
all of those things are part
of my legacy; when you
see progress, you know
your work is not in vain.”

Realizing early on that
it was important to advo-
cate for Blacks at deci-
sion-making levels, she
noted, “When you start
asking for funding alloca-
tions to implement inter-
ventions that are specific
to Black communities, of-
tentimes, you get the ‘No,
that doesn’t make sense;
no, that that doesn’t yield
results.’ They don’t even
know whether it will yield
results or not — but just
like I’m making decisions
based on my lived experi-
ence, they are making de-
cisions based on their
lived experience.”

As a long-term AIDS
advocate who addressed
racism as a public health
crisis years before it was
popular to call it one,
McKinley-Beach said it’s
crucial to acknowledge

medical mistrust.
“It really is a thing,

and it did not start with
COVID-19, and there is so
much more than just what
happened in Tuskegee,
Ala.”

M c K i n l e y - B e a c h
pointed to the Mississippi
appendectomies, where
Black women went to the
hospital needing any type
of procedure such as her
tonsils removed and
ended up being involun-
tary sterilized, which was
a way to control the Black
population.

Read Part One of this
article here.

To learn more about
Leisha McKinley-Beach
and her work,
visit Leisha.org.

To reach J.A. Jones,
email jjones@theweekly-
challenger.com

CONNECT WITH US!

Keisha McKinley-Beach, a national HIV
consultant, is involved in Pinellas County’s

Ending the HIV Epidemic initiative.

foster care and then re-
turn to their parents after
meeting the court’s re-
quirements.

While temporary fos-
ter care is supposed to
last for 12 months or less,
sometimes a judge will
give the parents up to two
years to get their life to-
gether. Sometimes that is
still not enough. 

“Substance abuse with
parents and domestic vio-
lence are the hardest
things to kind of come
back and help the families
with to get their children
back,” said Stills, noting
that many times they
wind up getting their
rights terminated as par-
ents.

Once those children
get referred to Heart
Gallery, they have their
pictures taken with local
professional photogra-
phers who donate their
time and talent. The pho-
tos are displayed through-
out galleries in the
community and on their
website and social media
sites. Small biographies of
the children are written,
and Stills said that she
likes to get a video of the
kids so that their person-
alities can better shine
through. 

“They’re our kids;
they’re our community,”
remarked Stills. “They
need a home, and they

don’t have one. It’s not
their fault they’re in foster
care, and they’re living in
foster care until they are
adopted or age-out.”

Stills said that she has
a particular issue watch-
ing teenagers of color
linger in foster care and
that Heart Gallery does
not get a lot of interest or
inquiries into these chil-
dren. She believes there
is a general stigma sur-
rounding teens that they
are hard to manage, and
when a child is trauma-
tized, they will often put
up a wall or test potential
parents to see if they will
just let them go or leave
them. 

At the end of the day,
she said they are mainly
just teens being teens in
the same way everyone
once was. Stills adds that
once they find their for-
ever homes, parents are
surprised at how well they
were able to work
through it and are happy
they did. 

“They want to spend
time with you; they want
that parent figure,” said
Stills. “They want to have
that connection when
they go off to college;
they want that advice.”

“I just don’t want to
see any more kids age out
of foster care with no fam-
ily to call home.”

Adopting a child

under 18 is state-spon-
sored, meaning that po-
tential parents do not
have to pay for training,
certifications, back-
ground checks, or court
costs up to $1,000. Their
college education is also
paid for, potentially saving
their forever families tens
of thousands of dollars. If
someone adopts a child
over 16 years old, their
health insurance is cov-
ered for a more extended
period than someone
younger. 

Stills said that the
state tries to set these
kids up for success, but
success is fleeting when
they do not have a family
to support them as they
make their way into adult-
hood. 

On average, Heart
Gallery also features four
of five sets of siblings.
They present their own
set of challenges, as they
can be in different age
groups, and when many
people consider adopting,
they do not anticipate
bringing home more than
one child. 

These children want
and need to be adopted to-
gether, as losing the only
family they still have
would be devastating for
them. 

Bay News 9 re-
porter/anchor Erica Rig-
gins is a recent success
story. 

As a single mother,
when she started the
adoption process, Riggins
had only intended on
adopting one child but fell
in love with three siblings.
The boys, ages 3, 4, and 5,
were adopted last June.
They recently went on
their first airplane ride to
Texas to visit extended
members of their forever
family. 

“If a single mom…

who works full-time can
do it, anyone can do it,”
said Stills. “She found
room in her heart and
home for these children,
and their lives are forever
changed because of it.”

Just as Stills keeps in
touch with and offers sup-
port to Riggins, all the
families who adopt
through Heart Gallery
are provided with an ex-
tensive network of people
to help along the way. Cor-
porate sponsorships also
lend a helping hand, such
as the Tampa Bay Rays. A
special suite is dedicated
to these adopted families
at Tropicana Field, which
provides them with a free,
fun night out at a baseball
game. 

The process for adopt-
ing a child through Heart
Gallery takes time so case
managers can make sure
the family and child are a
good match for each
other. After all, the idea is
to find them a forever
home. 

Once someone shows

interest in a child from
the website, more back-
ground information is
given. Case managers will
then ask both the child
and potential parent if
they would like to meet
for a short introduction.
From there, it goes to su-
pervised visits, unsuper-
vised visits, and then to
overnight stays. Finally,
there is a 90 day period
where they will live to-
gether in the same house. 

“The last thing we
want to see is someone
make a quick decision,
and it wasn’t a good one,”
said Stills. 

Most of all, Stills wants
people to visit the website,
see the kids, read their bi-
ographies, and see their
lives without any precon-
ceived notions of what it
means to adopt a
teenager, a kid with spe-
cial needs, or a child of a
different race.  

“We want people to
look and say, ‘Hey, the
state pays for everything.’
It costs you your heart

and a little bit of your
soul,” said Stills with a
chuckle. “But it’s like any-
thing else worth loving,
you put your heart and
soul into it, and you get
back way more than you
put in.”

The Heart Gallery is
always looking for profes-
sional photographers and
videographers to donate
their time and service.
Businesses and high-traf-
fic locations can also help
by hosting a gallery, ask-
ing representatives to
speak at peer and civic
groups, and helping to
raise money and spread
the word that families are
needed for the commu-
nity’s most vulnerable
children. 

For more information
on adoption or to aid in
Heart Gallery’s mission,
please visit Heart-
GalleryKids.org. 

To reach Mark Parker,
email mparker@theweekly-
challenger.com

GALLERY, from front page

Heart Gallery puts heart and soul into finding forever homes for local kids

Bio: Jamal, 17, is in
the 10th grade and de-
scribes himself as
very chill. That is also
what he is looking for
in a family – to just be
chill. He thinks the
best family would be a
mom and dad, with an
older sister and
younger brother. He
said that having an
older sister seems
normal, and he has al-
ways wanted to be a
big brother. A single
mom would be ok too,
as Jamal would em-
brace being the man
of the house. Any race
or ethnicity is fine,
and he does not mind
doing chores. He would like a family that will hang out with him – play video
games, shoot hoops with, or even just a game of monopoly would make him happy. 
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First Baptist Institutional Church

3144 Third Avenue South, 
St. Petersburg, FL 33712

Phone: 727-323-7518

955 20th Street South   •   St. Petersburg, FL 33712
(727) 894-4311

Email: info@mzprogressive.org   
Website: www.mzprogressive.org

Sunday School   9:30 a.m.
Praise Time   10:45 a.m.

Morning Worship   10:45 a.m.
Tuesday Night Live - 

Prayer Service & Bible Study 7 p.m.

Come Worship With the First Baptist Family
REV. DR. WAYNE G. THOMPSON,

PASTOR

Mission Statement:
Impact the world by equipping believers

to reach the lost with the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Rev. Louis M. Murphy Sr.

Senior Pastor

BETHEL METROPOLITAN BAPTIST CHURCH
3455 - 26th Avenue South, St. Petersburg, FL 33711

Telephone (727) 327-0554  •  Fax (727) 327-0240
E-mail: bchurch5@tampabay.rr.com   Web site: www.bmmbc.org

“God’s House To The City”

Sunday Worship Service ....................10:15 a.m.
Sunday School .....................................9:00 a.m.
Teen Summit (Wednesday)..................7:00 p.m.
Bible Study (Wednesday) ....................7:00 p.m.

Rev. Rickey L. Houston,
Pastor

Sunday Worship Services............................7:45 a.m. & 10:00 a.m.
Sunday School...................................................................9:00 a.m.
Wednesday Mid-Day Bible Study .......................Noon - 12:30 p.m.
Wednesday Prayer Service ...............................................6:00 p.m.
Wednesday Bible Study ....................................................6:30 p.m.

Youth Chapel Services - 921 20th Street South
Sunday Worship Service .................................................10:00 a.m.
Wednesday Small Group Bible Study ..............................6:30 p.m.

Victory Christian Center Church
3012 18th Avenue South

St. Petersburg, Fla. 33712
(727) 321-0911

www.Victorychristiancenterchurch.org

Schedule of Services
Sunday Worship* 

10:30 a.m.
Wednesday Bible Study* -7:00 p.m.

Friday Prayer -7:00 p.m.
Intercessory Prayer - 9:00 a.m.

(except Wednesdays)

Donn & Jean
Freshler

Victory Christian Center is a Word of Faith Church. 
For more information about the other services and 

ministries at Victory Christian Center, please call (727) 321-0911.

*Nursery and Youth Services Available

20th Street
Church Of Christ

825 20th Street South
St. Petersburg, FL 33712

Home: 896-8006

Sunday Bible Class (All Ages)          ..........8:30 a.m.
Sunday Morning Worship               ..........9:45 a.m.
Sunday Evening Worship                .........6:00 p.m.
Ladies Bible Class Monday              ..........7:00 p.m.
Monday Evening Bible Class           ..........7:00 p.m.
Wednesday Morning Bible Class    ........10:00 a.m.
Wednesday Evening Bible Class         ............7:00 p.m.

Bro. Robert Smith

BETHEL COMMUNITY BAPTIST CHURCH
2901 - 54th Avenue South
St. Petersburg, FL. 33712

(727) 866-2567

SERVICES
Sunday School: 9:00 a.m.

Sunday Worship Service: 10:00 a.m.
Mid-Week Worship: Wednesday 7:00 p.m.

Rev. Dr. Manuel L. Sykes

Welcome – Bienvenidos
ST. AUGUSTINE’S EPISCOPAL CHURCH

Joyful Spirit, Joyful Jazz
2920 26th Avenue South, St. Petersburg 33712

727-867-6774
StAugustine@tampabay.rr.com

Sunday Communion and Worship Service 9:00 a.m.
Communion and Healing Service 11:00 a.m. Tuesdays

The Rev. Josie Rose,
Priest-in-Charge

YOUR CHURCH AD 
COULD BE HERE!

Contact: 
www.TheWeeklyChallenger.com

Rev. Wallace Elliott
Sr. - Pastor

First Mount Zion Missionary Baptist Church
1121 22nd Street South, St. Petersburg, FL 33712

(727) 327-8708

Sunday Worship Services 8:00 and 11:00 a.m.
Sunday School.............................9:30 a.m.
Prayer Meeting (Tuesday) ...........6:00 p.m.
Bible Study (Tuesday) .................7:00 p.m.
Baptist Training Union (Sunday) ..4:00 p.m.

“The Little Church Where Everybody Is Somebody”

INSPIRATIONS
BY DIERDRE DOWNING-JACKSON

“ ...He makes me to lie down in green
pastures... He restores my soul... Psalm 23:2-
3

“While listening to a beautiful song,
“Here Comes the Glory of the LORD”, it was
a blessing to be reminded that JESUS is
coming with freedom, healing, power and
peace. It is good to be reminded that in this
season of unprecedented challenges and un-
certainty we are assured in the coming of
the Glory of the LORD JESUS!

In this season we are hearing from so
many loved ones, family members and
friends requesting prayer and truly in need
of GOD’s blessed assurance. We all seem to
be eating and sleeping more than ever due
to this global unrest, and experiencing the
fear of yet another threatening of the reality
of death in the midst of a global viral pan-
demic.

Holy Spirit we thank you for blessing us
with GOD’s restorative HEALING sleep. A
restorative sleep that only GOD can give to
prepare His people for what He has in store
for “the ear that has not heard nor for the eye
that hath not seen” what GOD has prepared

for him that waits on Him.
When we continue to lean on GOD, He

promises to deliver and HEAL us. With our
minds stayed on JESUS, we will receive His
perfect peace AND COMPLETE HEAL-
ING.

As we wait on GOD, this season of
restorative sleep HEALS our minds, our spir-
its, and GIVES our bodies the strength to go
through these extreme trials and tribula-
tions.

GOD will not forsake us and HE will
comfort our hearts. HE will restore our joy.
HE will protect, heal and provide all that we
need. Remember the LORD JESUS CHRIST
is the same yesterday, and today and forever.
We must TRUST IN GOD’s Healing and rest
in GOD’s blessed assurance.”

AMEN
“For since the beginning of the world

men have not heard, nor perceived by the
ear, neither hath the eye seen, O GOD, be-
side thee, what He hath prepared for him
that waiteth for Him.”

“JESUS CHRIST the same yesterday,
and today, and forever.”

GOD’s Restorative Sleep

Dear Reader,
I’m not sure how my words will find

you when you read them, but I pray that
they bring you peace, encouragement,
and a measure of hope.

I have known the darkest valleys of
grief and have felt the deep depths of its
darkest chambers.

The anxiety and the panic can be re-
lentless, and the heaviness of its depres-
sion can be overwhelming. Grief feels like
a journey without an ending, and the ter-
rain of its paths can seem untravellable at
times. It often leaves us stranded without
any hope of being able to move forward.
But my prayer for you today is that you
will find rest in the green pastures and
peace beside the quiet streams.

May you lack nothing of substance,
and may the resources of the Lord con-
tinue to sustain you. May your cup over-
flow as He anoints your head with oil, and

may His goodness and mercy follow you
all the days of your life as you dwell in His
house forever.

Dear reader, may you know the com-
fort, strength, and reassurance of the
Lord’s peace as you travel through your
valleys of grief, and may you know a meas-
ure of hope when all hope seems to be lost
(reference, Psalm 23).

My dear reader, I want you to know
that you are not alone, and it is my prayer
that this column will make you feel as
though you have a place to belong and
somewhere to call home.

P.S., Yours Truly, The Writer, Seneca
Howard www.SenecaHoward.com

About Seneca Howard
Seneca Howard is a pastor, author,

mentor, and motivational speaker who in-
spires the lives of others through crisis
ministry, counsel, and personal develop-
ment.

Dear Reader: Find the new when there’s
nothing normal to get back to

THE WRITER, SENECA HOWARD

A measure of hope
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CHURCH NEWS

ST. MARK MISSIONARY BAPTIST CHURCHST. MARK MISSIONARY BAPTIST CHURCH
1301 - 37th Street South, St. Petersburg, FL

(727) 321-6631  •  www.stmarkch.org

Schedule of Services

Church School ..................................... 9:30 a.m.
Morning Worship ............................... 10:45 a.m.
Baptist Training Union......................... 5:00 p.m.

Prayer Meeting and Bible Study
Wednesday 7:00 p.m.

Rev. Brian K. Brown

THE ROCK OF JESUS MISSIONARY BAPTIST CHURCH

THE ROCK OF JESUS IS LOCATED AT:
3940 – 18th AVE. S., St. Petersburg, Florida

Telephone:  727-327-0015 • Fax:  727-327-0021
Email: rojmbe@knology.net

Office Hours:  Tues. & Thurs. 10 a.m. - 5 p.m.

Rev. Frank  W.
Peterman, Jr.

Pastor

SUNDAY SERVICES/WEEKLY ACTIVITIES
10:30 a.m. Worship Service
9:00 a.m. Breakfast (First Sunday only)
9:30 a.m. Sunday School (First Sunday Only)
Sunday School 9:15 a.m. / Devotion 10:15 a.m.
Praise & Worship 10:20 a.m. / Worship Services 10:30 a.m.
Saints of Prayer - Monday 12:00 noon
Weekly Bible Study - Tuesday 6:30 p.m.
Adult Choir Rehearsals - Thursday 6:30 p.m.

Van service is available by calling: (727) 327-0015

Dr. John A. Evans, Pastor

WORSHIP EXPERIENCES

Sunday Worship ............................................................8:45 a.m. “The Hour of Power” 
Sunday School.........................................................................................................8:00 a.m.
Wednesday in the Word........................................................................................................

12:30 p.m. via ZOOM - ACCESS CODE: 599-819-6863  PASSWORD: 778769
7:00 p.m. via ZOOM - ACCESS CODE: 509-102-8823  PASSWORD: THESHIP

Our Mission: Friendship Missionary Baptist Church is a family of believers in
Christ, reaching out to the world, preaching the gospel to the unsaved and

teaching the saved to serve by demonstrating the Love of Christ.

Friendship Missionary Baptist Church
3300 31st St. S., St. Petersburg, FL 33712

(727) 906-8300 www.friendshipstpetersburg.org
Email: fmbc3300@outlook.com

YouTube: FMBC The Ship

God has spared our lives
in this pandemic that we
may do something in service
to him.  Remember that the
one worthy of praise is God.
As we start to do things that
we haven’t for over a year,
we should be careful, cau-
tious, and concerned be-
cause it’s not over just yet
and we shouldn’t be care-
less.  

As we look at the text,
Pastor Brown pointed out
that there was some care-
lessness on Noah’s and one
of his son’s part that caused
problems for all.  In chapter
8 and verse 20 one of the first
things Noah did as the wa-
ters had receded and they
emerged into normalcy
again was Noah marked the
moment with praise.  But
here in chapter 9, we don’t
see praise, instead Noah
started working, growing
crops, tending the beast,
planting grapes, harvesting
them, and creating wine
from the grapes.  The first
point offer is from this, Be-
liever, Be Careful with Your
Time.  It’s not for us to spend
all our time in worship or
working but have good time
management, spending time
worshipping God while we
spend time working for God.
The question to ask is, how
am I managing my time.

Noah failed to commune and
connect with God because
he was so busy doing work
for God that he forgot to wor-
ship him.  Most of the fatal
mistakes we’ve made in our
lives, we can source back to
something that was awry
when we decided to discon-
nect our time with God.  As
the world opens up, be care-
ful that we don’t spend less
time with God and more
time for ourselves.  We
shouldn’t be such a great
worshipper that we are of no
earthly good, nor should be
so consumed with the earth
that God can’t use us.  We
need to live balanced lives.

Point 2 comes from
verse 21, Believer, Be Cau-
tious with Your Talents.
Noah had a talent for grow-
ing grapes and from them he
started making wine.  The
question for us is are we
drunk off our own success.
Noah was successful grow-
ing grapes and making wine
but then he started drinking
his success.  As we become
successful, we should not be-
come of no good to God.
What good is it to gain the
whole world and lose our
soul.  Our success is not be-
cause of the way we do
things but what God does
though us when we yield
ourselves to his control.  

The final point from
verse 22 & 23, Believer, Be
Considerate with Your
Team.  What can you handle
that might cause someone
else to trip is the question we
should ask.  Noah could han-
dle his own nakedness, but
his son could not.  This
changed the dynamics be-
tween father and son.  We
must be considerate of oth-
ers.  Many times, we display
things we can handle but
others can’t.  If they saw,
they might not be able to
handle it like us.  There are
things God knows that we
will never know, and he is al-
ways considerate about the
team and does not put us in
a space for us to know some
things that will trip us up.  Be
considerate to others and let
others see good by modeling
good before them.  

Live stream services are
on YouTube @ St Mark
MBC at 10:20 for Sunday
School, worship service at
10:45 a.m. each Sunday and
bible study on Wednesdays
@ 7:00 p.m.    

This section of the bible is
the story of God’s decision,
after man’s sinfulness, to de-
stroy everything and recreate
everything.  Noah had been
challenged to build an ark that
was not near a body of water,
but somehow it would float on
water because God was going
to send rain for 40 days and
nights so the whole of the earth
would be flooded, and the only
ones to survive would be those
in the ark.  Noah and his family
meandered on the water for
more than a year, longed for the
day that the water would stop,
recede and the ground would
be dry up.  Perhaps we are like
Noah, we longed for the day,
after a year and a half, that we
would be able to get back to the
sanctuary of God and offer him
praise.  We’ve come through a
lot with COVID 19, but God has
brought us in spite of losing
some things and through it all
God has been good to us.  

For St. Mark, Sunday was
the day appointed that we could
leave our homes and worship in
the sanctuary.  The nation and
the world is starting to go back
to its routines of old.  While we
celebrate what the world is
doing, we draw caution that we
are not out of the storm.  Every-
thing is not back to normal just
yet, there are variants of
COVID 19 sweeping over sec-
tions of our nation.  We are in a
space where we should be cel-
ebrating, while being sober and
serious to recognize that not all
have been vaccinated and safe-
guarded.  We are not all in the
same space, but God has still

been good.
While we are in our return

there are some things to con-
sider.  First, from verses 15 and
16, we should Remember to
Wait on God.  These verses re-
veal Noah, his family, and the
animals had permission from
God to return.  There had been
other attempts to return by
Noah when he released a raven
and a dove which reaffirms that
our return must be as the Lord
guides.  What God does for one
is not necessarily the same for
all.  We must follow his direc-
tion, do only that which he says
to do, and not allow the world to
drive us.  It may not be every-
one’s season to return but it is
still our season to give God the
glory.  In everything we do, we
should wait on God’s directions.
When God directs, he will also
deliver.

The second consideration
from verse 17 is Remember to
Work for God.  Do not allow our
return to be a missed moment
to do something for God.  We
should ask ourselves what are
we doing for God that makes
him joyful, expands his agenda
and reaches God’s people.  God
allowed Noah and all on the ark
to return but they had to do
something for him.  The text
tells us that God gave instruc-
tions for the animals to multiply
and replenish the earth.  God
has brought us this far through
Covid 19 and we owe him for
what he’s done for us and to us.
If we return and forget God, he
will not favor our return.  As
helps us, we should help others,
love others, be kind to others

and direct others to the saving
knowledge of God.  God has
done all that he has for us so we
can demonstrate and duplicate
it in helping others.

The final consideration
from verses 20-21is Remember
Worship Only God.  After a year
in the ark and God let them re-
turn, the first thing Noah did for
God was make a sacrifice unto
him of the clean animals on the
ark.  Noah knew had his family
to help him while on the ark,
but they were not the reason he
made it through.  Noah praised
God for bringing them through.
Praise is the act of worship, but
worship is an inward mental un-
derstanding about how and
who we view God to be.  Wor-
ship is acknowledging that God
is superior in all things and over
all things.  Worship is an ac-
knowledgment that God is big,
and we are small; that God has
everything, and we have noth-
ing; that God has all power, and
we have no power; that God is
creator, and we are his creation;
and affirming that he is
almighty, and we can do noth-
ing without his might.  Noah
wanted God to know he knew
his place in him.  He acknowl-
edged God and we too should
acknowledged that if it had not
been for God, we never would
have made it and he is the only
one to whom we owe praise
and worship to.  

We are back in the sanctu-
ary, and live streamed services
are still on YouTube @ St Mark
MBC at  10:45 a.m. each Sun-
day and bible study on Wednes-
days @ 7:00 p.m.    

“And Jesus closed the
book, and he gave it again to
the minister, and sat down
(Luke 4:20).” 

Jesus, our example of
what it means to fully
human and fully divine,
went to a physical place of
worship regularly. The syn-
agogue was his church.
When I visited Capernaum,
I had the opportunity to see
just how close the syna-
gogue was to where Jesus
and his disciples spent most
of their time. 

Not only was Jesus a
regular attendee of the syn-
agogue, but he was an active
participant in the worship
experience (Luke 4:15-21).
He was on the program and
read the scriptures. Follow-
ing Jesus’ example leads us
to regular and active partici-

pation in a local assembly so
that we can fellowship with
others. 

After doing his part in
the service, Jesus closed the
book of the Prophet Isaiah,
gave it to the presider, and
sat down in his seat. Sitting
is an appropriate posture for
prayer. Sitting is not any less
sacred than kneeling, bow-
ing, or standing. 

When you sit in a
church service or your per-
sonal space, sit consciously
with intention. Give your sit-
ting meaning. Sitting sym-
bolizes resting in the
consciousness that all is
well. Understanding the
Kingdom Principle of Divine
Order brings you to the
awareness of your internal
peace and empowers you to
sit and rest in that place of

peace. 
Paul, an apostle of Jesus

Christ, in his epistles to the
churches, often referenced
Jesus being seated at the
right hand of God (Colos-
sians 3:1, Hebrews 12:2).
After his resurrection and
ascension, Jesus sat in his
power and authority. Paul
built upon this idea and
taught that Jesus does not
sit alone as you are seated in
heavenly places with Christ
Jesus (Ephesians 1:20, 2:6). 

Make practical applica-
tion of this posture and sit
with people as Jesus sat in
the congregation. The next
time that you are sitting at
home, work, school, church,
community and hold the
consciousness of peace for
the people with you wher-
ever you are.

St. Mark M.B. Church

Rev. Brian K. Brown,
Pastor

Pastor’s Corner
BY REV. DR. DORAL R. PULLEY, 
SPIRITUAL LEADER
TODAY’S CHURCH Tampa Bay

Have Several Seats

Believer, Beware on Your Return –
Genesis 9:18-22 

On Your Return – Genesis 8:15-22 
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ST. PETERSBURG —
Digital Inclusion St. Pete
announced it is working
to help build consumer
awareness about the
Emergency Broadband
Benefit, a Federal Com-
munications Commission
(FCC) program.  The tem-
porary benefit will help to
lower the cost of broad-
band service for eligible
households during the on-
going COVID-19 pan-
demic. 

Partners of Digital In-
clusion St. Pete are also
available to assist house-
holds in navigating the ap-
plication process.

What is the emer-
gency broadband bene-
fit?

The $3.2B Emergency
Broadband Benefit pro-
gram provides a discount
of up to a $50 per month
toward broadband service
for eligible households.
The benefit also provides
up to a $100 per house-
hold discount toward a
one-time purchase of a
computer, laptop, or tablet
if the household con-
tributes more than $10
and less than $50 toward
the purchase through a
participating broadband
provider. 

A household is eligible
if one member of the
household meets at least
one of the criteria below:  

• Has an income that
is at or below 135 percent
of the Federal Poverty
Guidelines or participates
in certain assistance pro-
grams, such as SNAP,
Medicaid or the FCC’s
Lifeline program

• Approved to receive
benefits under the free
and reduced-price school

lunch program or the
school breakfast program,
including through the
USDA Community Eligi-
bility Provision, in the
2019-20 or 2020-21 school
year

• Received a Federal
Pell Grant during the cur-
rent award year

• Experienced a sub-
stantial loss of income
through job loss or fur-
lough since Feb. 29, 2020,
and the household had a
total income in 2020 at or
below $99,000 for single
filers and $198,000 for
joint filers

• Meets the eligibility
criteria for a participating
provider’s existing low-in-
come or COVID-19 pro-
gram.

How do households
apply?

Emergency Broad-
band Benefit enrollment
opened on May 12. Eligi-
ble households can enroll
through a participating
broadband provider or di-
rectly with the Universal
Service Administrative
Company (USAC) using
an online or mail-in appli-
cation.  Additional infor-
mation about the

Emergency Broadband
Benefit is available at
www.fcc.gov/broadbandb
enefit, or by calling 833-
511-0311 between 9-9 p.m.
any day of the week

What local assis-
tance is available?

The Digital Inclusion
St. Pete team is offering
assistance to households
in navigating the applica-
tion process.  To schedule
an appointment, call 727-
851-6723 or email emer-
gencybroadbenefits@gma
il.com.

About Digital Inclu-
sion St. Petersburg 

Digital Inclusion St.
Pete is a collaboration of
over 28 organizations.  Its
mission is to eliminate the
digital inclusion gap in St
Petersburg and Pinellas
County.  The group’s vi-
sion is that St. Petersburg
is a digitally inclusive city
where all individuals have
access to online re-
sources, as well as the
skills to use them mean-
ingfully.  

For additional infor-
mation visit
digitalstpete.com.

City asking for feedback on
spending $45 million

ST. PETERSBURG —
The City of St. Peters-
burg is expected to re-
ceive approximately $45
million from President
Biden’s American Rescue
Plan Act. The American
Rescue Plan is delivering
direct relief to the Ameri-
can people, rescuing the
American economy, and
starting to beat the virus. 

Mayor Rick Kriseman
and his administration,
with the support of City
Council, have developed
a series of workshops for
community feedback to
help prioritize which
areas of impact receive
funds. Feedback col-
lected during these work-
shops will be aggregated
and directly influence the
ranking of priorities for
receiving funds.

The City has outlined
eight areas of impact eli-
gible for the funds: infra-
structure, housing
affordability, health eq-
uity, economic develop-
ment, leisure services,
public safety, transporta-
tion, and resilience &
sustainability.

Each workshop will
include opening state-
ments and presentations
outlining the state of af-
fairs for each area of im-
pact by subject matter
experts, followed by
breakout sessions where
participants will rank the
areas for funding prioriti-
zation.

In-Person Workshop
Dates & Locations

• Monday, July 26, 6-
8 p.m. at Enoch Davis
Center (1111 18th Ave.
S.) (Register here)

• Tuesday, July 27, 6-
8 p.m. at JW Cate Rec
Center (5801 22nd Ave.

N.) (Register here) 
• Wednesday, July 28,

6-8 p.m. at Willis S. Johns
Rec Center (6635 Dr.
MLK Jr. St. N.) (Register
here) 

NOTE: Registration is
required to participate. 

Virtual Participation 
A recording of the

presentations and online
form is available for
those interested in partic-
ipating but are unable to
attend the in-person
workshop dates. The on-
line form will be available
after the conclusion of
the first workshop by
Tuesday, July 27.

Local support for families 
enrolling in the Emergency 
Broadband Benefit

ST. PETERSBURG –
All eight St. Petersburg
mayoral candidates will
participate in a first-time
summit devoted entirely
to solving the housing
shortage that working
families can afford.

“Zoning is the Answer:
Mayoral Candidates Con-
front St. Pete’s Housing
Crisis” is Tuesday, July
27, at 5:30 p.m. at the St.
Petersburg College All-
state Center, 3200 34th St.
S.  The event will be in-
person and also streamed
live.  Registration is free.

A consortium of 30
non-profits, associations,
and individuals are part-
ners in this event, all of
them advocating for
changes in the way zoning
gets done in St. Peters-
burg.  

They agree that a new
zone, NTM-1, should be
applied throughout the
city.  It expands the num-
ber of neighborhoods
where duplexes, triplexes,
and mother-in-law apart-
ments can be built. 

The summit partners
believe increasing the
supply of housing will de-
crease the prices.

St. Pete’s housing
shortage gets worse by
the month.  

From 2019 to 2021,
our rents increased 15
percent.  That puts St.
Pete in fourth place out of
the top 100 cities with rent
increases.

In the past five years,
St. Pete’s housing prices
have increased more than
60 percent and are pre-
dicted to rise significantly
this year.

Florida’s minimum
wage will soon be
$10/hour.  At that rate,
two adults working full-
time would earn about
$3,300 a month before
taxes.  Meanwhile, the
low-end average rent for a
two-bedroom apartment
in St. Pete is $1,200. So
that family pays 36 per-
cent of their before-tax in-
come on housing alone,
not including utilities.

Zoning is the answer.
Allowing more residences
on lots now zoned for sin-
gle-family homes is the
fastest, easiest first step in
addressing our housing
shortage.  

There are many other
ways to confront this cri-

sis, such as creating land
trusts, subsidizing down
payments, or paying resi-
dents to bring their prop-
erties up to code. Next
Tuesday’s summit, how-
ever, will not include
those issues.  It will focus
just on zoning because
that does not cost the city
or taxpayers any money.

Candidates will re-
ceive the questions a few
days in advance because
the consortium wants the
most specific responses
possible. 

Please register for the
free in-person event at
https://bit.ly/36Ts2X2 or
stream it live at
https://bit.ly/3x1TEng.

Mayoral candidates to confront 
St. Pete’s housing crisis

Lost, but not forgotten
BY COREY GIVENS JR.
Contributor 

ST. PETERSBURG –
All across the country,
lost graves sites are
being discovered.  

A few months back,
archaeologists in St. Pe-
tersburg began survey-
ing parking lots 1 and 2 at
the Tropicana Field
using ground-penetrating
radar. Many believe that
there is a strong possibil-
ity that graves may rest
underneath the parking
lot where three cemeter-
ies once stood in what
was once the Gas Plant
District, a predominately
African-American com-
munity in St. Petersburg
during most of the 20th
century. 

The site was previ-
ously a thriving black cul-
tural hub for some of St.
Petersburg’s early pio-
neers and their families.
The Gas Plant District
was home to multiple
churches, black-owned
businesses, and three
cemeteries that housed
the graves of the neigh-
borhood’s black resi-
dents. 

The burial grounds
were known as Oaklawn,
Moffitt Cemetery, and
Evergreen Cemeteries.
After decades of decay
and neglect, the city
could no longer afford to
maintain the property.
Once the cemetery was
sold, most of the graves
were moved to Lincoln
Cemetery in nearby Gulf-
port. As a result of emi-
nent domain and the
urban housing boom, the
Gas Plant neighborhood
was bulldozed, making
way for Major League
Baseball in the 1980s.

For many years it has
been rumored that an un-
known number of bodies
were left behind during
the site’s first redevelop-
ment phase in the 1960s
because many graves in
the cemeteries were un-
marked. Some head-
stones were damaged or
lost over time; others
never existed due to fam-
ily financial constraints.

Former Gas Plant
neighborhood residents
such as my late grand-
mother, Dorothy
Beachum Givens, re-
membered stories about
the lost bodies of the
cemetery. I vividly recall
her sharing memories of
our ancestors who set-

tled in St. Petersburg at
the turn of the century. 

Her grandfather, Will
Williams, helped paved
the first streets and built
the first seawall. Born a
slave, he never got the re-
spect he deserved in life
or death. A fact remained
evident when the city
began exhuming bodies
from Oaklawn Cemetery
for relocation over 70
years ago. My family, like
many others, was never
notified if or where his re-
mains had been rein-
terred. To this day, our
family still wonders
where his remains lie.

Land surveying for
possible graves began
earlier this summer. Ac-
cording to the City of St.
Petersburg’s Urban Plan-
ning and Historic Preser-
vation Division Manager
Derek Kilborn, survey
results were due back to
the mayor’s office some-
time last month. How-
ever, those results have
yet to be released to the
public.

The archaeology
team conducting the sur-
vey has only examined a
small portion of one out
of three cemeteries —
now covered by a paved
parking lot — so there
could very well be graves
at the sites that have yet
to be discovered. The
Evergreen and Moffitt
Cemeteries stretched
further south down 16th
Street South, near the
present-day Fifth Avenue
South overpass. Per city
staff, only parking lots 1
and 2 at the Tropicana
Field site were surveyed,
primarily due to a lack of
access to the other for-
mer cemeteries and
budget limitations.

With the redevelop-
ment of Tropicana Field
on the horizon, it’s im-
portant that we recognize
this property for what it
is — history. It’s also

equally just as important
that we do our due dili-
gence and adequately
fund a complete archeo-
logical survey of all three
cemeteries.

Recently, efforts have
grown by lawmakers and
community leaders to
search for Black graves
that have become lost
across the country due to
a long history of racism
perpetuated towards peo-
ple of color in America. 

Gov. Ron DeSantis
signed into law a bill that
went into effect on July 1
that will create a panel of
researchers to study for-
gotten or abandoned
cemeteries and burial
grounds across the state.
The bill (HB 37), intro-
duced by Sen. Janet Cruz
and Rep. Fentrice
Driskell, identifies lost
cemeteries by creating a
Task Force on aban-
doned African-American
cemeteries.

We must acknowl-
edge our history and
honor the memory of all
those who were once
buried in these forgotten
cemeteries. We must
work to ensure that jus-
tice is served, not just for
our ancestors, but for the
families they left behind
who are boggling with
many unanswered ques-
tions. 

We need to make
sure that we do every-
thing in our power to
commemorate their sto-
ries and honor their
memory so that our his-
tory does not become
forgotten again.

If you have any recol-
lection of these former
cemeteries or believe
your loved one was once
interred in one of the
sites, please contact Dr.
Julie Buckner Armstrong
at the University of South
Florida at 727-873-4061
email her at jba@usf.edu.

Register here for this 
free in-person event:

https://bit.ly/36Ts2X2
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Could your child use $200?
Bethel Community Foundation offers a 6 week summer program 
focused on preparing youth ages 14-17 for successful employment.

Program sessions focus on resume writing, interviewing skills, team
building and general employee etiquette. At the conclusion of the pro-
gram, each student will receive a Certificate of Completion and a $200
check. Students will also have the opportunity to interview for part-
time jobs with several businesses within the community.

School-To-Work Employability Workshop

Contact Vincent Lisbon for more information, 
but hurry as workshop availability is limited.

2901 54th Ave. S., St. Petersburg, FL 33712 
727-866-2747

BY J.A. JONES
Staff Writer

ST. PETERSBURG –Dr.
Kemesha Gabbidon, a re-
searcher at the University of
South Florida who studies
youth sexual health and
HIV stigma, and Precshard
Williams, Prevention and
Sexual Health Program co-
ordinator at Metro Inclusive
Health, recently shared in-
sights on HIV stigma and
supporting sexual health in
St. Petersburg on 99 Jamz
WUJM, as part of the
#PinellasEHE initiative.

Williams said that as
Metro works to reach the
Black and Brown communi-
ties targeted by high inci-
dence of HIV diagnosis, the
organization also joins with
community partners to
share information. 

“A community partner
again can be a church or a
convenience store. It can be
a gym, a local bar, a hair
salon…anywhere we can
start creating more conver-
sations about sexual health
and HIV prevention and ed-
ucation is a community part-
ner for us,” he noted.

Metro’s mobile unit is a
specific health unit
equipped with a full exam
room, enabling people to get
a prescription for PrEP (pre-
exposure prophylaxis) on
the spot if they’re negative,
and telehealth-visit with a
doctor who can do an as-

sessment and help provide
information on next steps if
necessary.  

Williams acknowledged
that while the mobile unit is
usually received positively,
in areas where there is little
to no education or discus-
sion about HIV, hesitation
about entering the mobile
unit is stronger. 

“It’s really about build-
ing those relationships, cre-
ating those courageous
conversations,” especially
since medical mistrust is a
real thing for many Black
people, said Williams.  

Those courageous con-
versations, added Gab-
bidon, need to start in the
home. “Just looking at the
state of Florida broadly,
there is a disconnect be-
tween parents and teens,
which is where I think a lot
of the conversation needs to
begin.” 

Gabbidon said parents
have a perception that they
are engaging in these rich
conversations with their
kids about sexual health and
sexual decision-making. But
if you ask the team’s per-
spective, they don’t view it
that way.

When teens don’t have
those kinds of conversations
with their parents, they are
more likely to engage in
higher-risk behaviors. Be-
cause much of Florida’s reli-
gious mores have led to
abstinence-based curricu-

lum, Gabbidon added, “if
those conversations are not
happening within the home
setting, when it comes to
sex, there’s not a lot of com-
prehensive discussions
about sex in the classroom.
We have a lot of gaps when
it comes to just openly dis-
cussing our sexuality.”

She believes this lack of
knowledge has often led our
culture to demonize sexual-
ity and said there’s a lot of
room for improvement
when it comes to openly
having discussions about
sexual health. 

“Especially when we
look at the parent, teen, and
young adult kind of dynam-
ics. Unfortunately, teens
then reach out to their
peers, and they use social
media and other forms of
media as a way to supple-
ment the lack of knowl-
edge.”

Williams agreed. “When
we’re talking about sexual
health, we would be com-
pletely remiss to not talk
about how religion plays
into the way we think about
sexual behaviors and sexual
practices and how religion
can sometimes act as a bar-
rier to us having those con-
versations.”

Even though they might
be very uncomfortable con-
versations, he reiterated
Gabbidon’s statement: “If
we’re not having those con-
versations, our teens are

having these conversations
with somebody else.”

Williams noted that “it
gets tricky” when it comes
to the role of religion. “Reli-
gion is where Black folks
take everything; we take
everything to the altar. That
is where we get our redirec-
tion; we get our direction,
we get recharged. However,
when it comes to us talking
about the things that are re-
ally happening within the
community that we really
don’t want to unpack, that’s
where it gets foggy.”

He acknowledged the
work of those church lead-
ers committed to making a
difference, even by being
willing to start the conversa-
tion somewhere. Williams
said it’s not about com-
pletely changing church
culture, “But we’re losing a
lot of our folks to something
that shouldn’t be this way
because if we’re talking
about religion, religion
should be love. If we’re talk-
ing about Christianity,
Christianity is love.” 

Gabbidon shared that
often parents who were
raised in homes and
churches that demonized
sex passed that shame and
negative feeling on to their
children. “One of the things
I noticed with parents who,
when they were younger,
sexuality was viewed as sin-
ful — it really has a ripple ef-
fect, because then they’re

not able to speak to their
kids about sex.”

Williams also said that
coming up as a Black, same-
gender-loving man in Volu-
sia County, Daytona, and
raised by a single mother
deeply rooted in religion,
“doing the best she could
with a man child, without
resources and support,” he
experienced an “info
desert” — a lack of informa-
tion. 

There were no health
centers or resources which
supported his learning
about himself or other
same-gender-loving men.
Williams said he now real-
izes this led to him making
decisions “that probably
weren’t the best decisions
to make because I didn’t
know what I was doing.”

He noted that this is in
stark contrast to someone
growing up in a wealthier
environment, with access to

health centers where they
would “see people like
them; where they’re going
to get more information
about the type of person
they are going to be, and
their parents probably more
willing to access those types
of spaces.” 

Williams feels these dif-
ferences are social justice is-
sues, even more than issues
of religion or theology.

Gabbidon concurred,
stating that health equity is
about fairness and justice.

“When it comes to HIV,
you’re talking about popula-
tions that have been system-
atically stigmatized and
discriminated against. So,
when you look at how we
can challenge those issues,
it is a social justice problem.”

She went on to say that
by providing access to re-
sources where people are,
everyone can have the best
possible health outcome.  

Dr. Kemesha Gabbidon, a University of South
Florida researcher and Precshard Williams,

Prevention and Sexual Health Program
coordinator at Metro Inclusive Health, 

are working to remove the stigma 
around HIV and AIDS. 

Stigma and sexual health in our community, part 2

Data Source: www.FLHEALTHCHARTS.com
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more comfortable talk-
ing in front of a room full
of kids than adults, “but
that’s OK because I’m
going to speak from the
heart.” He then went on
to accept the award for
the most important peo-
ple in his life. 

His mother, “who
dedicated her life to edu-
cating our youth right
here in Pinellas County,”
and his father, “who kept
the community safe with
the St. Petersburg Police
Department.”

Robinson gave a spe-
cial thanks to coun-
cilmember Figgs-Sanders
for nominating him and
recognizing the effort he
puts into bridging the ed-
ucation gap for the youth.
He said that people like
her remind him that his
work is necessary and
relevant in the commu-
nity. 

Robinson took the op-
portunity to explain the
importance of his mis-
sion. He said that it had
reached a point where
kids are no longer en-
gaged and are barely get-
ting by, a problem that
extends to the “youngest
learners.” He added that
it is now time to change
the way educators ap-
proach these children,
which is the focus of his
ituey venture.

“With children dying
in the streets every day,
we have to do something
about it,” said Robinson.
“And this is what I’m

doing.”
He explained that his

team has been able to ac-
complish so much over
the last three years on a
personally funded, shoe-
string budget, “but just
imagine what we could
do for our youth through
true, authentic collabora-
tion.”

His wife Amber
Robinson and brother-in-
law Calvin Robinson took
to the podium to give im-
passioned speeches on
the importance of STEM
learning and how Amer-
ica has fallen behind
other countries such as
China. Calvin Robinson
became visibly emotional
when describing how
proud he was of his
brother-in-law, and his
words seemed to touch
everyone in attendance. 

“I’ve watched Rafael
see problems and create
solutions. “I’ve seen him
and my sister take
money out of their home
to help this,” said Calvin
Robinson, his voice
cracking. “I’m just really
proud of them, and I
hope our city can get be-
hind them to help make
changes. They continue
on as teachers and give
so much when educators
get so little.”

Councilmember Dar-
den Rice called it “a great
way to start this meeting,
especially when we’ve
been gone for a while…
This is so inspiring.” Rice
also added that she

would be willing to work
on a partnership be-
tween the city and
Raphael Robinson’s pro-
grams. 

C o u n c i l m e m b e r
Robert Blackmon com-
mended Calvin on his
speech, saying that it
made him tear up as well
– a sentiment that was
surely shared by others
in the audience. 

“There is a huge
need, as we know,” said
Blackmon. “Especially,
as you highlighted, in the
African-American com-
munity where a lot of the
kids don’t have access to
STEM technologies and
STEM resources.”

To learn more about
ituey, LLC and the
Super Sprockets pro-
gram and children’s
books, please visit the-
supersprockets.com. 

To reach Mark
Parker, email
mparker@theweeklychal-
lenger.com

Rafael Robinson takes home Sunshine Ambassador
Award, inspires City Council
ROBINSON, from front page

Rafael Robinson

www.TheWeeklyChallenger.com
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BY J. S. COOPER
Contributor 

TAMPA – Gallery 221
at Hillsborough Commu-
nity College showcased
young Black visual cre-
ators during an online talk
and reception with the
New Roots Art Collective
last month. New Roots Art
Collective (NRAC) is

made up of four Tampa-
based artists committed to
expanding the African-
American voice within
public and private art
spaces. 

Last summer, the col-
lective was founded amidst
a national groundswell of
calls for racial justice and
consists of artists Melvin
“LANGSTN” Halsey Jr.,

Indie Reece, Ron Sim-
mons, and Briauna Walker. 

LANGSTN, an illustra-
tor, graphic designer, and
mixed-media artist, cre-
ates work influenced by
his love for fashion,
African cultures and tradi-
tions, cyberpunk, and
anime. 

Indie Reece is a self-
taught painter, digital

artist, and muralist. His
work ranges from geomet-
ric abstraction to figurative
art, influenced by Africa’s
tribal cultures and masks.

Ron Simmons is a self-
taught visual artist born
and raised in Tampa,
Florida. Inspired by the
world around him, he cre-
ates characters from dif-
ferent backgrounds who

wear gas masks as a sign
of resilience.

Briauna Walker is a
self-taught artist whose
work includes paintings on
canvas as well as large-
scale murals. Her art is in-
spired by the beauty of
black women, the sky, and
hues within the Black
community.

The artists chose the

name “Root’d” because
“each of us are rooted in
our own way of creativity,
and how we choose to
show our creativity to the
world,” Walker explained. 

Though all four artists
have their own individual
styles, they also share sim-
ilarities in pieces featured
in “Root’d.” Afrofuturism

Black Tampa-based artists New Roots Art Collective hold reception at HCC

BY J.A. JONES
Staff Writer

ST. PETERSBURG -
When discussing her cre-
ative work, artist Saudade
Toxosi speaks of the “medi-
tative process” that guides
her hand. A multidiscipli-
nary artist and image cura-
tor who works in painting,
charcoal drawings, photog-
raphy, mixed media, sound
design, and assemblage,
several of Toxosi’s works are
now on display at Stu-
dio@620 through the end of
the month. 

The exhibition at Stu-
dio@620 displays more than
12 paintings and photo-
graphs, as well as her film
Oyeku, a visually arresting
experience that premiered
in the Netherlands in 2018as
part of filmmaker Kahlil

Joseph’s “New Suns” ex-
hibit. 

Toxosi’s paintings are
bold and evocative – hover-
ing beyond representational
and not entirely abstract.
Faces send messages that il-
licit immediate reactions;
bodies feel like birds or spir-
its lifting off their surfaces to
head somewhere else. 

While her paintings
seethe with colorful, ener-
getic lines, her photographs
of young men are being
caught within shadowy
worlds of grays, blacks, and
browns. 

Her mixed media cre-
ations investigate themes of
spiritual ills versus well-
being, social dilemmas, and
responsibility through as-
semblage, even incorporat-
ing technology (such as a
QR code that you can hold

your phone to and hear au-
thor and filmmaker Darius
James deliver Frederick
Douglass’ poem, “A Parody”
from “The Narrative of the
Life of Frederick Douglass.”

Toxosi shared that her
curated media projects “ex-
plore and articulate my
thoughts about the new in-
digenous African experience
in the United States — as
well as all people of color
around the world.” 

A visit to her website, an-
nounced by the tagline “art
inspired by ancestral wis-
dom and inner strength,” re-
veals further explorations of
curated images and their im-
portance to her creative
process.

The series “MONO-
CHROME” opens the site
with densely populated im-
ages in black and white. 

“All color is in these
black and white moments;
within it is a vastness which
I feel does promote more ex-
pression and feeling; it tells
the mind and the emotions
that they have to work.” 

This demand to apply
“work” to viewing black and
white images is in opposi-
tion, said the artist, to using
color, which gives one a
“lackadaisical” viewing ap-
proach – an assumption that
one already knows what is
there.  

The images in “MASK
COMPLIANCE” come from
a conceptual partnership be-
tween Toxosi (photogra-
pher) and artist and
academic Cara Judea Alhad-
eff, Ph.D. (model), and offer
a meditation on masking in
the age of COVID. 

The film Oyekuoffers an
exciting, mystical view of the
concept of transformation,
beginnings, and endings.

Composed of 273 images,
the website provides a dia-
gram of the original staging
of the film, presented in a
room with black mirrors, in
which viewers became part
of the installation, or “con-
jure.”

Toxosi was born in In-
glewood in Los Angeles and
started drawing at the age of
five with her mother before
moving to Georgia in her
teens. She’s recently relo-
cated to St. Petersburg,
where 620’s artistic director
Bob Devin Jones immedi-
ately welcomed her to be
part of the recent PRIDE
show, which has been ex-
tended until Aug 1.

“Bob is great. He called
me up and said, ‘If you’re
thinking about being a part
of the community, well come
on, you know, this is what
we’re planning to do.’” 

Toxosi was thrilled be-
cause she had already been
in the space and had “loved
the energy.” Knowing that
African drummers and
dancers from Dundu Dole
had christened the studio
early on cemented her de-
sire to show at the space. 

“That really vibrated
with me energetically and
with the works that I desired
to do. The works are always
about my ancestors. They’re
always about me in relation-
ship to my community.”

Her inspiration comes
from the American South
and Black people. “Black
Americans create the cul-
ture of the world — or at
least carry the highest influ-
ence upon everything in the
known universe. Our arts
and sciences are phenome-
nal and unmatched.”

She speaks of “African
Vernacular Art” as a practice

of catharsis, meditation,
found objects, and ancestral
memory – as found in the
works of Bill Traylor, Nellie
Mae Rowe, Thornton Dial,
and the Women of Gees
Bend – who wove works of
“dynamic legacy” and
beauty with simple tools and
discarded objects. 

Most importantly, said
Toxosi, “It is the resilience of
these artists that illuminate
truth, ownership, and com-
munity that encouraged me
to continue in the arts.”

The multidisciplinary
creator shared that she has
also been inspired by the
writings of Sonia Sanchez,
Toni Cade Bambara, and
Henry Dumas. “These three
poets, writers, and teachers
sculpted words for their

community and students,
with hopes of expanding the
Black imagination,” noted
Toxosi. 

This ‘expanding of imag-
ination, she added, “gives
one a great power to tri-
umph in all areas, in love,
and joy, regardless of their
present circumstances.”  

Currently, Toxosi is part
of the Friends of Salt Creek
Friday Writing at the Creek
project, supported by the
Tampa Bay Estuary Grant.

You can follow Saudade
Toxosi on Instagram and
view her ongoing curatorial
images project EQUINOX
1600 here.

To reach J.A. Jones, email
jjones@theweeklychallenger.c
om

Artist layers ancestral wisdom and social commentary
in multidisciplinary works at Studio@620 
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Dear Editor:
Last week The Weekly

Challenger ran a series of
articles where the candi-
dates in the mayoral race
were interviewed and
asked about their agenda
and plans for the city
should they win the race.
All of the candidates took
care to use the right buzz
words and signal their
supporters and con-
stituents on the issues
they think their support-
ers wanted to hear about.

I read about afford-
able housing, crime, eco-
nomic development, the
environment, progressive
values, conservative val-
ues, and a host of other
things. What I did not
read or see is exactly
what the candidates really
planned to do about any of
these issues.  

For example, afford-
able housing: Everybody
said they support afford-
able housing; they
should.  Affordable hous-
ing is a critical issue that
is becoming more critical
because the city does not,
and has not, had a plan to
fix the problem.  

At this point, more
than 40 percent of the res-
idents of this city cannot
afford the new market-
rate housing that is being
developed here.  Afford-
able housing is not just a
Midtown problem; it is a
city-wide problem.  

The current adminis-
tration gathered a bunch
of folks to stand behind
them on the steps of City
Hall when they an-
nounced a new affordable
housing initiative a couple
of years ago. They would
build 2,300 units over the
next 10 years.  

That same adminis-
tration had a representa-
tive tell a group of people
who attended a meeting
on the subject that the
gap between affordable
housing in the city and
what was needed was
18,000 units.  If the prob-
lem is 18,000 units, and
you are adopting a plan
designed to build 2,300
units, you do NOT have a
plan to even put a dent in
the problem. You merely
have a plan to say you
have a plan. 

Guess what? They
could not even get that
plan initiated.

The fact is that this
problem has been grow-
ing unabated for more
than 40 years. Why? The
answer to that one is easy.
There has been no real
desire on the part of city
administrations to solve
the problem.

The issue has been
quietly cast as a Black
people, low-income issue.
Jordan Park has been vili-
fied as the boogeyman to
justify doing as little as
possible. Forty percent of
the people in this city are
not all Black or low-in-
come. However, the issue
is still being viewed that
way. 

Even the Chamber of
Commerce - that’s right,
the Chamber of Com-
merce, recognized the
magnitude of the problem
and recommended a ro-
bust plan to at least make
a dent in it.  This adminis-
tration dismissed the
chamber’s proposal be-
fore coming up with their
own insufficient plan,
which they still could not
get done.  This city has al-
ways been interested in

talking about affordable
housing but not really
doing anything significant
about it.

Take any of the other
issues above.  Crime, eco-
nomic development, et al.
What you will discover is
a significant gap between
the rhetoric and the ac-
tion. You will find talk and
vague plans but little de-
sire for any substantive
action to deal with any of
them.  

I used to wonder why
there was so much apathy
in Midtown. As time went
on, I came to understand
why.  Politicians come,
and they go. Many prom-
ises are made, a few dol-
lars are thrown at issues,
a few people make a few
dollars or get jobs, but the
underlying circumstances
never change in any sub-
stantive way.

If ever there was a
time to have a community
plan and a fight for re-
sources to make that
agenda a reality, that time
is now. Now that we have
heard what the politicians
have said, can we hear
what the community
groups have been work-
ing on for several years?
Let’s listen to what they
have to say?

Larry Newsome
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COMMUNITY NEWS

BY FRANK DROUZAS
Staff Writer 

ST. PETERSBURG –
Faith in Florida hosted a city
council candidate forum at
Bethel Community Baptist
Church on July 12, where
current District 6 City Coun-
cilwoman Gina Driscoll,
Mhariel Summers (District
6), Richie Floyd (District 8),
Dane Kuplicki (District 8),
and Jamie Mayo (District 8)
fielded questions. 

As to how the candidates
can ensure how south St.
Pete residents can benefit
from the Tropicana site re-
development, St. Pete native
Summers said visible equity
is part of her platform. She is
partial to the Sugar Hill plan,
as there is equity built into
every level of their redevel-
opment strategy, she noted.

“From the construction
workers to the development
companies to the actual team
themselves, equity’s built all
in,” Summers said. Noting
that it is a 10-year-plan, she
said, “We need to make sure
that the people we want to
benefit from the Trop are
prepared, so starting with
the existing businesses and
entrepreneurs, we need to
make sure that we’re breath-
ing life into those Black firms
to prepare them for this great
opportunity of having their
business there.”

Floyd, a public-school
teacher, said more impor-
tant than what goes where in
the future site, is a guarantee
that living-wage jobs go to
the South St. Petersburg
Community Redevelopment
Area (CRA) and affordable
housing is a part of the site.

“We need to make sure
that we’re contractually obli-
gating the people who are
redeveloping Tropicana
Field and the city itself to en-
sure that certain metrics are
met when it comes to hous-
ing and jobs,” he said. “And
if they’re not, there need to
be penalties for it.”

Kuplicki said we need to
utilize the Community Ben-
efits Agreement (CBA) as “a
tool to benefit the south
side” and believes home-
ownership on the site is
going to be critical.

“Because whatever gets
built on that Tropicana Field
site, all of those buildings
and all of the homes and the
renters that are on the south
side, they need to be able to
take part of that equity
boom,” he said.

Mayo said though the

current redevelopment
plans in consideration are an
opportunity to create a
“multi-use platform that
could heal a community dis-
placement years ago,” she
wants to wait for a new
mayor and new policymak-
ers to take office before pro-
ceeding with any definitive
plans.

Driscoll said not only
should the site offer afford-
able housing, but it should
be affordable enough for the
workers who are working
on the site.

As St. Pete is receiving
$45 million as a part of the
American Rescue Plan to
help recover from the pan-
demic, the candidates made
their cases about how they’ll
ensure the funds go to those
who need it the most. 

Floyd said it is imperative
that the community offers di-
rect input on how to spend
the funds and advocates
such groups as Pinellas The-
ory of Change Canvassing,
who push for such commu-
nity involvement. 

“This money needs to be
an investment into our fu-
ture,” he said. “It needs to be
an investment into the work-
ing people and poor people’s
future of this city, the Black
people’s future of this city on
the south side because those
are the people that have been
disproportionately affected.”

Kuplicki said he would
be a champion for “bridging
the digital divide” and closing
the nutritional equity gap.

“We hear the food
deserts get brought up all
the time, but if you don’t
have good food in your belly
— or any food in your belly
— you’re not going to be
able to work; you’re not
going to be able to go out
and learn in school,” he ex-
plained.

Mayo said that money
needs to go where it’s
needed most, even though it
might mean saying no to

some groups who want to
hear yes.

Driscoll has not decided
how the money should be
spent because she hasn’t
heard from everyone yet but
hopes to hear from more
residents in upcoming
scheduled meetings. As the
pandemic has put a “spot-
light” on disparities among
communities, she is for clos-
ing the gap in health dispar-
ities — access to healthcare
and nutritious food — and
education disparities. 

Summers said we “need
to provide immediate relief
to those who are suffering
the most” and consider the
mental health of the essen-
tial frontline workers.

“Maybe there’s some
way we can find a stipend to
give these folks a break,”
she said.

To address the increase
in gun violence deaths in the
city, Kuplicki said the city
needs to find out where the
guns are coming from and
stop them at the source. He
noted that giving the city’s
youth opportunities through
sports, jobs, and paid intern-
ships could help deter them
from paths that end in vio-
lence or death. 

Mayo agreed that the
core issue is youth outreach.

“We really need to make
our children understand that
they matter, and they have a
purpose, and they have a
hope and a future,” she said.
“When we can kind of reach
in and grab them on that
level, we’ll make a big stride
in gun violence.”

Driscoll is supportive of
Police Chief Anthony Hol-
loway’s efforts through initia-
tives that create better
relationships between the
community and the police and
noted that she had been in-
volved with the Not My Son
program against gun violence.

Summers said she is no
stranger to gun violence as
she had a cousin “gunned

down in District 6” a few
years ago, adding that
poverty and hopelessness
breed crime, no matter the
race or the community. Eco-
nomically empowering the
Black entrepreneurs who
live in a certain community
would go a long way in curb-
ing hopelessness, poverty,
and ultimately crime.

Floyd maintained that
young people in south St.
Pete should be targeted for
violence intervention pro-
grams and anti-gun violence
programs, adding that he
personally has organized for
social services to be put in
the community.

Concerning solutions to
the affordable housing crisis
the city is facing, Mayo
would like to develop an af-
fordable housing center that
residents can visit to get the
pertinent information and
support they need. 

Driscoll said we must
look at changing our zoning
to allow for small-scale in-
creases in density in our
neighborhoods where it
makes sense to do that. We
also need to focus on jobs
and workforce development,
she added, so more people
have the necessary incomes
to afford a moderately priced
home in the city. 

Summers is in support
of looking at zoning laws and
structures such as tiny
homes and multi-family
buildings. Floyd stressed
that we need to invest in so-
lutions that keep housing af-
fordable over the long term,
like community land trusts,
and make sure that people
have better job opportunities
and economic conditions
under which they live. 

Kuplicki said in tackling
the affordable housing
issue, we need “to attack this
through a zoning change,”
namely along high-density
quarters, and upzoning will
allow for multi-family units
on a lot.

Driscoll said she has al-
ready voted in support for
substantial funding and land
for the museum’s new vision
regarding plans for eco-
nomic development in areas
south of Central Avenue and
the future of the Carter G.
Woodson African American
Museum. She noted, how-
ever, that she is disappointed
with the slow progress made
in the development of Tan-
gerine Plaza.

“It was vacant when I
was elected,” she said. “It
still is. It has been extremely
challenging to find a grocery
store that is willing to come
into that space.”

Summers said it is a
colossal failure that Tanger-
ine Plaza has sat empty for
so long, adding that we can
do something about it
“whether it’s a co-op or
smaller, grocery fresh food
options.” Floyd said he
would push for a “Pier-sized
investment” into south St.
Pete, be it jobs programs,
workforce development,
housing, or economic devel-
opment. 

Kuplicki suggested bring-
ing the Saturday Morning
Market to Tangerine Plaza,
complete with vendor booths.

“Let’s get people to bring
their food to that market so
we can have food immedi-
ately,” he said, adding that
he’s all for turning Tanger-
ine Plaza into a “food oasis.”

Mayo said she would be
in favor of funding the Wood-
son Museum and making
sure it finds a permanent
home but added that fixing
the economic issues on the
south side “will be a puzzle.”

“We’re going to have to
address the youth develop-
ment and their opportuni-
ties,” she said. “We’re going
to have to create small busi-
ness opportunities, and
we’re going to have to create
a real sense of safety so that
we can attract businesses
into the community.”

Concerning whether
taxpayer dollars should be
used to build a baseball sta-
dium, Summers and Floyd
said they should not, while
Kuplicki, Mayo and Driscoll
said taxpayer dollars could
play a role in developing a
stadium that would benefit
the city in the long run. 

As for supporting an in-
crease in the police depart-
ment’s budget if elected to
office, Kuplicki, Mayo,
Driscoll and Summers would
be in favor of an increase,
while Floyd said he would
work on social services, so
we don’t need as big a police
department as we have now.

To earn the city’s Black
and Brown votes, Kuplicki
said he plans to develop in-
novative solutions, listen to
residents, and take action for
the south side. Mayo said
she is a champion for mar-
ginalized people, while
Driscoll said for years she
had used her role on the
council to advocate for and
listen to Black and Brown
folks in her district and
throughout the city. 

Summers pointed out
she spent the last few years
working in various neigh-
borhoods in south St. Pete
and developed important
connections with key
African-American stakehold-
ers. Floyd noted he has a his-
tory of organizing with this
community to raise wages,
increase criminal justice re-
form and increase social
services for the community.

“I left my job as an elec-
trical engineer to become a
teacher in majority Black
school and I’m going to take
this same activist spirit to city
hall with me,” he said.

District 8 candidate Jeff
Danner did not participate in
the forum. Deadline to reg-
ister to vote for the Aug. 24
St. Petersburg Primary Elec-
tion is July 26. Visit
votepinellas.com for more
voting information. 

Faith in Florida city council forum

CONNECT WITH US!

Dane Kuplicki Gina Driscoll Jamie Mayo Mhariel Summers Richie Floyd

ST. PETERSBURG – As the nation pre-
pared to brace for a potentially more ag-
gressive strain of the COVID virus, Job
Corps Centers across the nation prepared
to hunker down and weather the next po-
tential storm by ensuring every student
and staff member had access to the vaccine
and an opportunity to receive it within a
safe environment. 

Wanting to increase opportunities for
those seeking to get vaccinated, Pinellas
County Job Corps Center Director
Omoniyi Amoran took matters into his own
hand. During that same time, ODLE Man-
agement, which manages the PCJCC and
is a subsidiary of Eckerd Connects, was in
the process of launching its corporate ini-
tiative, “Show Your Health Some Love.”
Among a myriad of its many objectives, the
initiative was designed to improve and en-
hance students and staff’s physical, emo-
tional, and mental health.

When the idea to offer vaccinations on-
site was being tossed around during a dis-
cussion with campus leadership, Advance
Training Coordinator Cory Givens Jr.

knew exactly which community partners
would be able to galvanize the support
needed to accomplish such an enormous
task. 

Leveraging his in-depth community
ties and childhood friendships, Givens
brought in the following:

• APRN and Infinity Health Consult-
ants founder Daphne Gardner

•  Limitless Leader, Inc. CEO Rebecca
Watson

• Pinellas County Urban League
• HPV Ambassador Program Consult-

ant with Disease Control & Health Protec-
tion of the Pinellas County Health
Department Andrea Peaten

• Community Tech House founder
Lynn Harrell Johnson

Together they discuss offering vaccina-
tions to students and staff on the PCJCC
campus. The collection of established and
well-respected community partners made
several visits to the campus to ensure all
who wished to be vaccinated could do so. 

To further provide opportunities to be
vaccinated, the center scheduled vaccina-

tions off-center with CVS drug store for
students that were unable to be vaccinated
on campus. The Show Your Health Some
Love campaign was in full swing.

A committee of dedicated staff mem-
bers created activities and events that pro-
moted health awareness. Those activities
included a campus 2K walk, having fresh
coconuts delivered onto campus to pro-
vide authentic coconut water, weekly med-
itations in the gym, weekly drawings for
prizes sponsored by ODLE Management,
and finally, a Student Government Associ-
ation sponsored basketball shoot-out!

As the campaign came to a close, the
culmination of strategic planning, hard
work, and well-executed activities took
place on July 15.  Students and staff
proudly wore color-coordinated t-shirts
that signified they had all been vaccinated. 

The hard work that took place to help
orchestrate the support needed for on-
campus vaccination generate student and
staff buy-in, and the willingness to “Show
Their Health Some Love” was evident by
the number of participants. 

The initiative, coupled with those that
took advantage of being vaccinated, will
have a lasting effect as the more aggressive
Delta variant sweeps the nation. The
PCJCC will be highly prepared-both men-
tally, physically, and emotionally!

CONNECTIONS
Ann Sherman-White, M.Ed., Business Community Liaison and Student Government Association Advisor

Show your health some love
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ST. PETERSBURG —
Although he’s full of anxiety,
Shawn Lindsay is excited
about being a new student at
the USF St. Petersburg cam-
pus.

“At first, I was nervous
because of the change. I’m
not good with change,” Lind-
say said.

The Zephyrhills teen is
getting a preview of what life
will be like this fall through
the Student Support Serv-
ices (SSS) summer bridge
experience. As one of 11 first-
year students participating in
SSS, Lindsay and the others
got to experience the cam-
pus, the city of St. Pete, and
learn how to get the most out
of their financial aid during a
series of week-long sessions
before the start of the semes-
ter.

The program is designed
for students who have been
identified as needing per-

sonal support to help them
meet their academic needs,
and are either first-generation
college students, come from
low-income family status, or
both.

“Originally, I thought I
wanted to go to the USF
Tampa campus, but the SSS
program brought me to the
St. Petersburg campus,”
Lindsay said. “It’s smaller; it’s
better. I like having connec-
tions with teachers, and it’s
easier for me to learn that
way.”

The SSS program was in-
troduced to the USF St. Pe-
tersburg campus in 2019 to
ensure the campus was bet-
ter serving all members of
the community.

“We wanted to represent
our community. We are com-
mitted to making sure that
students from a variety of
backgrounds have an oppor-
tunity to excel and shine,”

said Serge Desir, director of
student access and support
services.

Currently, the SSS pro-
gram at the St. Petersburg
campus is receiving tradi-
tional funding through USF.
However, Desir hopes to se-
cure federal grant money
soon to accept more students
into the program.

“Knowing that these stu-
dents might not have all of
the typical support structures
in terms of their back-
grounds, we want to make
sure we’re providing them
with access to opportunities,
resources, workshops and
special advising,” Desir said.
“To be successful academi-
cally, they need to have a
sense of belonging and feel
as though they have opportu-
nities outside the classroom,
with each other on campus
and in the community.”

The summer bridge ex-

perience gives SSS students
a chance to get a head start
on their college experience.
During the week, students
got to meet their residential
assistants, academic advi-
sors, applied for jobs on cam-
pus, and even got to take a
boat tour around Tampa Bay.

The event culminated
with a motivational speech
from USF St. Petersburg

campus alumnus Ken Welch.
The former Pinellas County
commissioner and current
St. Petersburg mayoral can-
didate urged students to
learn how to collaborate with
others, get past barriers, and
not be afraid to ask for help.

It’s advice incoming
freshman Lindsay is taking

seriously. As a biology major,
he will be the first person in
his family to pursue a bache-
lor’s degree. During his week
on campus, he secured a job
as a lifeguard on campus.

He also already made
new friends that he will live
within the fall. 

USF’s St. Pete campus expanding services to
help students from underserved communities

Serge Desir, director
of student access

and support services
USF’s Student Support Services Program (SSS) is a

federally funded retention program that
provides effective academic and personal

support for a diverse student population.
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