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PENGUIN BOOKS
STOPPING AT EVERY LEMONADE STAND
 
 
James Vollbracht is an international trainer, speaker, and author with more than twenty years of experience empowering individuals, communities, and organizations in the positive development of youth. As president of Higher Ground Associates, Vollbracht has been the keynote speaker at numerous national conferences, and a recent presentation was carried live over CFAX Radio, in Victoria, B.C., to an audience of over 20,000. In August of 2000, Vollbracht was honored as Delta’s Flyer of the Month for his work in building strong, healthy, and connected communities for youth across North America. He has written three children’s books that draw upon the rich spiritual traditions of the world, and that are designed to teach universal values and character. He lives in Bozeman, Montana, and is the father of four great kids.
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Introduction
 
 
As I was driving through my neighborhood on a hot summer day, I saw something I had not seen in a very long time: a lemonade stand. Jumping up and down around a small folding table were four of the neighborhood’s children, waving their handmade signs and desperately trying to make contact with each car that passed by. As I slowed down, their faces brightened, and before I could even open my car door, several children were huddled outside my window clamoring excitedly, “Would you like to buy some lemonade, mister? Only twenty-five cents!”
If there is such a thing as a contact high, I caught it. Rolling down my window, I gazed into their shiny faces and asked, “How long have you been in business?” “All morning,” they sang out in one enthusiastic chorus. I glanced over at the table. Something about it looked strangely familiar—almost timeless. A stained white tablecloth flapped a bit in the wind. There was an old plastic pitcher brimming with ice cubes and dripping in the heat of the afternoon sun. A shoebox that I guessed must have been the bank sat open and exposed. For a moment I felt as if I were ten years old again. The enterprise looked identical to the one that Charlie Monary and I used to run in our old neighborhood. We did one thing and we did it very well: we sold cherry Kool-Aid with lots of ice cubes. We figured that because Kool-Aid cost only five cents a pack, we could make a bundle. To be sure we didn’t miss the bike trade, we even had a place set aside for kids to park their “wheels.”
As I got out of my car, I walked slowly toward the lemonade stand, savoring the simplicity of the moment. I had one choice: lemonade. I realized that regardless of what these kids were selling, I was buying. “I’ll take four cups,” I said, getting a little carried away. Their faces lit up and they rushed to fill my order. One poured. One wiped up a small spill. One jiggled the change box. Another pulled out a plastic bucket full of ice cubes that was hidden under the table. I watched, intrigued, as a dirty hand plopped ice cubes of assorted sizes into my four cups! “Hmm,” I mused, “organic lemonade.”
Amidst this flurry of activity, a jogger approached the stand. “Want some lemonade, mister?” three of them screeched with that same incredible enthusiasm. Looking really sweaty and a little embarrassed, he replied sheepishly, “I do, but I don’t have any money.” As I fished around in my pocket for a quarter to cover for him, one of the girls blurted out, “That’s okay, you can have it for free!” The jogger and I made eye contact and we both smiled. “What a great marketing strategy,” I thought. And in that moment I realized what was so wonderful about lemonade stands: kids weren’t selling, they were giving. They were giving the gifts that children innately give: excitement, optimism, sharing, connection, and profound innocence. As I reflected upon the past few moments, I realized that I had already received far more than I had given. I was having a very close encounter with the most important resource in our community: our youth!
I watched as these entrepreneurs tended to their newest customer. I noticed cars zipping by and faces staring out from behind windows trying to figure out what this scene was all about. It seemed to me the occupants truly wanted to stop, but, for whatever reason, the drivers couldn’t seem to find the brakes in time. “How sad,” I thought. “This is an important community event. This is where the action really is!”
After paying for my lemonade and tipping generously, I realized that I had no idea what to do with four cups of organic lemonade. “I’d like to donate three of these to any deserving customers who pass by,” I told them. Thanking me, they dumped the lemonade back into the pitcher. Scooping up my single cup, I climbed into my car. As I drove away, it occurred to me that it had been years since I had seen a lemonade stand. Maybe parents are worried that their children aren’t safe in the public eye. Maybe today’s kids are too busy with activities, and too hypnotized by their computers. Or maybe we’ve all just forgotten how much fun lemonade stands are and how vital they can be to the neighborhood.
In that moment, I made a vow that might sound kind of silly, but it made a lot of sense to me. I vowed to stop at every lemonade stand I saw. And I vowed to invest as much emotionally and financially as I could in each of these. About one block later I finally sampled the product. It was so sour my entire mouth and throat immediately puckered in a huge protest and my eyes filled with tears. Pulling over to dump it out, I glanced down the street to make sure the young entrepreneurs couldn’t see me. There they were, waving and hollering at cars as they zoomed by. “Hmm,” I pondered, “maybe I’ll circle around the block and stop again. This is the most fun I’ve had in a long time!”
Although the impetus for this book grew out of that delightful moment, I actually had begun thinking about it a long time ago, when I was twentysomething, single, going to college, and working part-time in the public schools to make ends meet. It was there my idealism met with reality. I had just stepped off a bus outside the middle school where I taught when I saw a bunch of kids gathering quickly behind the gym. The atmosphere was charged and all around me were excited shouts of “Fight!” I remember thinking, “This isn’t in my job description,” as I waded through the crowd. Typically in a situation like this, one of the kids would want a way out and my arrival would provide the perfect opportunity. But this time, when I got inside the circle, I froze. This was no typical fight.
It was a hair-pulling, fingernail-flashing, no-holds-barred fight between two girls. While they circled and screamed profanities at each other, the growing crowd urged them on. Another teacher showed up and the energy somehow turned on us. “Leave ’em alone,” one of the onlookers shouted. A student vented, “It’s none of your business!” Fortunately, at that moment, the huge gym teacher bulled his way into the circle. We managed to bring it to an end.
The three of us headed back to the school, shell-shocked. We tried to talk about it, but bells were ringing and we had to get to our classes. As I thought about the incident throughout the day, I realized it wasn’t just the fight that was so bizarre. It was everything that came along with it—the language, the disregard for our authority, the onlookers’ support of the violence. As I reflect upon this event some twenty years later, it seems to me there had been alarms going off everywhere. We knew something was going very wrong, but for the most part, we just didn’t know what to do.
Now, raising four kids in today’s culture, I feel as if I’m under siege. With one hand, I’m trying to model and teach positive values and morals to my kids, and with the other I’m trying to protect them from an assaultive culture that projects just the opposite. The fight I witnessed so long ago now seems minor compared to what kids have to deal with today. Whether it’s rural, urban, or suburban America, some of our kids are now armed, dangerous, and acting out their anger in outrageous ways. We are being confronted with the realization that, wherever we live, there are no safe havens and that all kids in today’s culture are at risk.
I’ve noticed a pattern in the reactions that follow some horrible tragedy. The media rush in and ask mayors, counselors, parents, and experts, “What went wrong?” “Did you see it coming?” “What are you going to do?” Few have any real answers but almost all share a profound sense of despair. Some point the finger at the media. Others say it’s the fault of parents. And many, not knowing what else to do, start cocooning even deeper into their own worlds.
I have come to believe that our kids are not lost all at once, but rather in small steps that are directly linked to the erosion of our culture. Every time television shows push the envelope with very adult themes in prime time, every time producers in the movie industry choose to make violence entertaining, every time parents who feel so desperately alone and afraid of their surroundings pull their kids out of local schools and move to a “safer” neighborhood, and every time parents have to work long hours just to make it financially—and in so doing end up leaving their kids alone—a piece falls out of the scaffolding that holds up a healthy culture. With so many supports missing, I sometimes wonder what is keeping us and our children from falling into an abyss.
Our culture has become a breeding ground for virtually all the behaviors we abhor, yet we are shocked when they appear in our children. What was once abnormal has become the norm. Behaviors and language that were considered outrageous just a few years ago have become a part of everyday life. We must remember that children are very new to the world and don’t have the sense of context that we do. Everything they see, hear, and experience becomes a part of them. We are stewards of this most important resource, to which we have unquestionable responsibilities: to shield them from harmful and inappropriate experiences, to provide them with opportunities and invitations to participate in the life of the community that will allow their innate gifts to unfold naturally, to guide them through important rites of passage, and to love them unconditionally.
If we do not fulfill our responsibilities, the unthinkable happens. And it is happening right now. Our children, who are reflections of our culture, are being abandoned, and many are falling between the cracks. And the pace has accelerated. But this is not a book about blame. This is a book about hope, about raising happier children and creating a better future for them. It is filled with anecdotes that call us back to the bittersweet moments of our own youth and encourage us to help create new and more hopeful stories for today’s children. It provides tangible steps that parents, neighbors, and community members can follow to use our influence to make a difference right now.
After teaching high school, working in alternative education environments and with special-education kids, and traveling across North America for over fifteen years as a consultant and trainer helping parents, professionals, and community members create and restore healthy community environments for our kids, I have come to realize that it’s the small things that will truly have the power to transform our culture and our communities. Simple acts of the heart, when multiplied a thousand times over, become a way of life. From saying “Hi” to a kid we pass on the street, to buying lemonade no matter how it tastes, to engaging children in conversations that will make them feel valued and respected—these actions send ripples of powerful change through our communities. Having gathered stories from rural Sundance, Wyoming, to inner-city Baltimore, to the suburbs of Seattle, it’s my experience that when people hear what others are doing to create positive, healthy communities for our kids, their immediate response is “I can do that!” and it is then and there that the exciting process of restoring a kid-friendly culture begins.
So exactly where do we start? Just as the culture can slip away in increments, so can we rebuild it one piece at a time. So we start small, in our own walk through life—in our families and neighborhoods, in our faith communities and the business world. By linking up our youth with the incredible untapped resource of our elders. As we expand our actions and influence one little step at a time, we will be contributing to a quiet revolution that will restore the type of culture that is healthy for our kids, and, hence, healthy for us all. It can all begin by stopping at every lemonade stand. Who knows? For a quarter and a smile, you might begin to save the world.


ONE

Our Children and the Six Circles of Community
[image: image]
 
 
It is threads, hundreds of tiny threads, which sew people together through the years.
—SIMONE SIGNORET
 
 
When I was growing up in Seattle, after our family dinner I’d head outside, play until dark, and not go home until Dad stood out on the front porch and whistled or hollered for me to come in. On weekends my friends and I would revel in massive football or baseball games. Or if it was Seafair season, in late summer when the high hydroplane roared across Lake Washington, we would tie homemade hydroplanes to the backs of our bikes and race up and down the street. I remember big Sunday dinners with grandmas, aunts, and uncles in attendance and all of us consuming delicious meals of pot roast and great homemade desserts. On summer nights all the kids on the block would congregate next to the only telephone pole that had a light on it and play hide-and-seek until we dropped. My piano teacher lived only five houses away, and when I needed a haircut I walked the three blocks to Don’s Barber Shop. If I needed help, I could knock on the doors of six or eight different homes and somebody would let me in.
The environment around me was like a pond into which a stone had been thrown. It contained circles within circles of support, starting at home and moving out through the neighborhood, nearby playgrounds, local businesses, and into the greater community. Within these circles were the universal forces that are the ultimate threads of our communities: the forces of love, of trust, and of caring. These threads that connected us to each other were constantly being rewoven each time we played a game on our sidewalk or street, attended monthly Cub Scout meetings (where both adults and kids showed up), or went next door to borrow something. The world was whole, the faces were familiar, and the streets were safe to roam.
In my work with community members and organizations across the country, I continually refer to six specific interconnected circles, represented by the individual, the family, the neighborhood, the community, businesses and government, and elders. Each chapter of this book will focus on one of these circles and on stories and strategies that speak of making a difference within that circle.
Throughout history, teachers and sages have spoken of the interconnectedness of all life. One of the very first to articulate this idea was Confucius, the master teacher and sage of China, who lived in 551–479 B.C. He taught his students that life was composed of a series of interconnected circles, each of which had a powerful reciprocal effect upon the other and on all of life:
 
When the ancients wished to illustrate virtue throughout the kingdom, they first ordered their own states.
Wishing to order well their states, they first regulated their families.
Wishing to regulate their families, they first cultivated their persons.
Wishing to cultivate their persons, they first changed their hearts.
Wishing to change their hearts, they first sought to be sincere in thought.
Wishing to be sincere in their thoughts, they first sought true knowledge within the soul.
 
More than 2,000 years later, Chief Seattle, one of the last great leaders of the native tribes in the Pacific Northwest, articulated this same philosophy: “All things are connected, like the blood which unites us all. Man did not weave the web of life; he is merely a strand in it. Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself.”
Today, we would call this concept, which recognizes that ultimately everything is connected to everything else, a systems approach. Each time we open the door for someone, give up our seat on a bus or the subway, or respond to the beautiful face of a child, we reinforce the circles within our community life. Dr. Urie Bronfrenbrenner of Cornell University likens this systems approach to a set of Russian nesting dolls. Each of us is an integral yet distinct part of the whole.
The smallest of acts within one of the circles can reverberate across the entire web of a community and can affect the lives of all within it. Each time we share our gifts and take positive action we become more powerful and all the circles within the community are strengthened. However, in our current environment, many of the threads that connect us are frayed or broken, and there are wide gaps between the circles of our lives. When a disconnect occurs, not only do adults suffer, but our kids fall between the cracks and become casualties.
It seems to me that many people in America have decided that to create change we must act at a national level. We’ve proclaimed a “war” on drugs, developed comprehensive stop-the-violence programs, and have funded massive initiatives to prevent teen pregnancies. But our efforts are like those of Hercules facing Hydra, the many-headed monster. As we cut off one of the heads, two more appear. One year, marijuana use declines but inhalant use soars. Another year, HIV/AIDS cases decrease, but teen pregnancies are astronomical. The number of kids in gangs drops, but the number of shootings and incidents with handguns in schools goes off the charts. We’ve added the tragedy of runaways and homeless kids to the list, and just when you think you couldn’t add another item, teen gambling increases and a new phenomenon such as “car surfing” emerges. (Haven’t heard of “car surfing”? Kids jump onto the hood or the top of a car and attempt to maintain their balance as the car accelerates. When the driver slams on the brakes, the “surfer” gets points if he lands on his feet when he falls off. If he hits his head, he loses more than points.)
In this fast-paced “info-culture,” any new local rage and high-risk behavior can quickly spread. We’re such a wired and mobile culture that local events can become global ones overnight. So, rather than continually declaring war on all the problems and their various manifestations, we really need to start thinking in a different way about what we can achieve on an individual and local level. We need to think about mobilizing people, not programs.
In our attempts to deal with these challenges, most of us have utilized an approach that is really one-dimensional in nature: the problem-solving approach. But it’s hard to get to the “solution” part. Let’s say you attend a workshop on at-risk kids. When you enter the room, you notice the entire wall is plastered with chart paper. The facilitator (and it could have been me) poses the question, “What are all the problems or concerns that you have about our kids?” You spend the next hour brainstorming and prioritizing all the challenges you can think of that kids in your community face. In some ways the process feels good. You’ve been worried about these issues for a long time and when you get your chance, you unload. When you’re all done, you have a great list of problems to attack over the next few months or even a year. But if you’re like me, after you review the list, you’re so overwhelmed by the challenges and the problems that all you want to do is go home and lie down. As a friend said, it’s somewhat akin to a pilot explaining his plane crash: “I ran out of airspeed, altitude, and


OEBPS/Images/lemonade-cover.jpg
STOPPING AT EVERY |
LEMONADE STAND

James Vollbracht

CREATE A

%) CULTURE

_\THAT CARES

FOR KIDS





OEBPS/Images/chapter-image.jpg
—3—





OEBPS/Images/Table1.gif
YES NO
My kids know someone well enough in our
neighborhood to ask for help in time of
emergency (ask your kids).

I know the kids in my neighborhood well
enough to offer help in an emergency.
I know the names of most of the ki
neighborhood.

I say hello to kids who live on our block.

If a kid comes to my door selling something, I
bu

Kids feel safe in our neighborhood (ask them).

120 out of my way to stop at every lemonade
stand.

my





OEBPS/Images/Table1-res-hi.gif
YES NO
My kids know someone well enough in our
neighborhood to ask for help in time of
emergency (ask your kids).

I know the kids in my neighborhood well
enough to offer help in an emergency.
I know the names of most of the ki
neighborhood.

I say hello to kids who live on our block.

If a kid comes to my door selling something, I
bu

Kids feel safe in our neighborhood (ask them).

120 out of my way to stop at every lemonade
stand.

my





