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COMMUNITY FIRST

On a Tuesday morning in September, 
the Mission’s 63-acre Downeast 

Campus bustles with activity. Outside the 
Downeast Engagement Center, patrons sit 
on the porch waiting for the food pantry 
doors to open at 9:00 a.m. sharp. They greet 
one another and chat about how their days 
have been. From their perch on the porch, 
they watch students participating in the 
Marion Kane Leadership Program attack 
the new challenge course with gusto. 
Screams, laughter, and cheers � oat across 
the road as the gathering crowd looks on 
with interest.

Last winter, the campus was busy with 
construction when work on the Downeast 
Engagement Center—home to a welcome 
center and an expanded pantry—began. In 

early spring, a new, pole-based challenge 
course was installed next to the Ed and 
Connie Greaves Education (EdGE) Center. 
By the end of May, with construction 
vehicles gone, it was common to hear 
students’ excitement echo across campus 
while neighbors enjoy the trail system or 
attend an event.

Since the campus has fully reopened, the 
Mission has seen greater engagement 
and an increased sense of belonging from 
community members. One of the places 
most evident of that is the renovated food 
pantry.

With Washington County residents 
facing increasing levels of food insecurity 
each year, more neighbors were utilizing 
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SEACOASTMISSION.ORG

Rooted in a history of 
compassionate service and 
mutual trust, the Mission 
seeks to strengthen coastal 
and island communities 
by educating youth, 
supporting families, and 
promoting good health.
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the pantry than ever before. The aging 
building no longer met baseline needs. 
The Mission queried community 
members to understand what amenities 
and engagement features would create 
a sense of greater belonging, then began 
designing. “We thought about �ow of 
sta�, volunteers, and patrons, along 
with how the building would be used,” 
explains Downeast Director Jenny Jones. 
“We wanted the pantry to feel warm, 
welcoming, and a place someone would go 
and stay for a while.”

The new pantry space mimics what an old-
fashioned country store might look like, 
from the front porch with rocking chairs 
to small shopping carts. When you walk 
through the teal double doors, Food Pantry 
Coordinator Stacy Openshaw welcomes 
neighbors. On one side are shelves with 
staples including canned vegetables, pasta, 
beans and legumes, hygiene and baby 
items. Then there are glass-coolers and 
freezers like you would �nd in any grocery 
store stocked with produce, dairy, and 
meat. The pantry also has cafe-style tables 

where patrons and volunteers can grab 
a cup of co�ee and sit down to chat and 
socialize.

SheKara, who has experienced food 
insecurity for a little over six months, 
says using the pantry means she does 
not need to choose between paying a 
bill and feeding her family. She explains, 
“The pantry is similar to a store with a 
comforting and welcoming environment.” 
She joked that the cafe area is another 
favorite reason to visit.

“I hear from patrons how beautiful this 
place is. They like that it’s larger than 
it was before and much easier to get 
around,” Stacy says. “We have a small 
group who gather here on Tuesdays to 
visit with each other.” 

While the Downeast Engagement Center 
was built to forge stronger connections 
and create a stronger sense of belonging, 
the improvements have led to community 
members thriving. It is now common to 
see patrons sitting down to chat with 
volunteers and sta�. Brenda, a pantry 

volunteer, explains, “There is a greater 
sense of community. Even on hectic days, 
people sit down, have a cup of co�ee, 
and greet and talk with one another.” For 
those who come and for those who have 
visited, they know the Mission and its 
donors created a place that encourages 
togetherness and conveys a sense of 
empowerment. 

Across Weald Bethel Lane and next to the 
EdGE Center, there is another empowering 
space for community members. The 
Mission’s challenge course, a�ectionately 
known as Charlie’s Challenge, is a key 
activity for EdGE summer camp and 
Marion Kane Leadership, and a rite of 
passage for participants. Each year, EdGE 
students eagerly await a try on the course. 
Cherry�eld Elementary School students 
even developed their own phrases for 
it, a secret code only they know and 
that passes from students year to year. 
Climbers “squeeze their juice box” to make 
sure a carabiner is secured and they “rock 
out” to check their helmet �t. 

Completed in May, the bright, new course 

is an improvement over its previous 
iteration. The old course, nestled in the 
woods of the Downeast Campus, had 
limitations. Only one or two people could 
climb at a time, so the rest of a class would 
stand and watch without being engaged 
in the activity. The old course was also 
starting to age and becoming harder to 
maintain. EdGE Primary Program Director 
Isaac Marnik and his sta� started planning 
for a new, pole-based version. They 
selected 14 course obstacles that generate 
high engagement, so multiple users can 
climb or support on the ground. 

Re�ecting on their experience on the new 
course, students are often shocked about 
what they accomplish and how their peers 
encourage them. “I was so surprised by 
the support I got from my classmates, 
especially from people I’m not close to,” 
Lexi, a participant in the Marion Kane 
Leadership program last spring, explained. 
Brady agrees adding, “Everyone had trust 
in their classmates to keep them safe.”

Students who participate across all Mission 
education programs, including Journey and 
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EdGE Afterschool and Summer Camp, are 
eager to try the new obstacles. Each time 
a group hits the course, you can feel the 
excitement in the air. 

The new obstacles focus on di�erent 
skills including teamwork, trust, 
communication, determination, knowing 
one’s limits, and supporting others. Now, 
students who might have struggled on the 
old course have more opportunities to try 
out di�erent elements and be involved in 
new ways. 

Carolyn Nadeau, the sixth grade ELA/SS 
teacher at Rose M. Ga�ney Elementary 
School, who brings her class to the EdGE 
Center for the leadership program, said 
the changes have had positive impacts. 
“Students are now always active and 
focused in all parts of the course. The 
di�erent belay and supporting roles 
make them build a sense of responsibility 
towards their classmates,” she explains. 
From supporting to guiding, the high 
and low-to-the-ground elements require 
cooperative engagement. 

EdGE sta� stress to each climber that the 
course is “challenge by choice” meaning 
the climber decides what they want to 
do. Rachel Singh, a fourth grade teacher 
also at Rose M. Ga�ney Elementary 
School, brought her two sons to Charlie’s 
Challenge when the Mission o�ered two 
free open climbs this summer. “It was 
interesting to watch the boys on the 
various obstacles. They have completely 
di�erent personalities, and that came out 
on the course,” she explains. “It was clear 
they felt safe to try new obstacles knowing 
they only had to complete as much as they 
felt comfortable.” 

With neighboring communities hearing 
about the new Charlie’s Challenge—and 
peeking at it as they drive by campus— 
there are increasing requests from 
community groups and nonpro�t partners 
to use it for their own team-building 
initiatives. To see if this is possible, the 
Mission will consider its current sta¡ng 
levels and other resources.

The food pantry and the challenge course 
are not the only updates to the Downeast 

Campus that has enhanced community 
engagement. After visiting the pantry 
or watching a sibling tackle Charlie’s 
Challenge, families can walk down Weald 
Bethel Lane to enjoy improved hiking 
trails, and a new play area shaped like a 
large boat. With swings, rings, and even a 
ship’s wheel, kids have a safe and fun space 
to play while their sibilings participate 
in programming, or during community-
hosted activities utilizing the campus like 
the weekly Downeast Table of Plenty dinner 
or a Mano en Mano community fair. 

Back at the Downeast Engagement 
Center at the head of campus, the older 
administrative section of the food pantry 
which houses �ve sta� members was 
recon�gured to include a welcome center. 
Visitors are greeted by sta� who can direct 
them to services and activities on campus. 
Down the road, near Weald Bethel 
Community Center, two cabins have been 
added to host workshops for teens, house 
service volunteers working with Mission 
programs, and in late fall, act as the “elves’ 
workshop” for the Christmas Program.

As the Mission’s programs grow, the 
campus can adapt to �t di�erent needs. 
“Looking across all our services and 
envisioning the future of our organization, 
we designed the campus for growth,” 
explains Jenny. “The Mission opted to 
create space for our team to expand 
but also provide a place if a community 
member needed a quiet room to work or 
to have a meeting. It’s been successful. I 
consistently hear statements about how 
much community members love the 
campus.”

The changes have naturally supported 
Washington County residents to forge 
stronger community connections as well 
as create a sense of belonging. This makes 
the organization, its programs, and its 
sites more accessible and welcoming for 
all. And walking on the Downeast Campus, 
this is clear to see, from Mission neighbors 
walking the trails, grabbing a cup of co�ee, 
and chatting with each other. They know 
they belong.  
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A Lasting Partnership 
Continues to Blossom
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Summer Meals 
Support Student Success

Corporate Donors

Copper
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Please consider a gift today.
seacoastmission.org/donate

https://interland3.donorperfect.net/weblink/weblink.aspx?name=E360294&id=1
seacoastmission.org
https://www.facebook.com/seacoastmission
instagram.com/seacoastmission
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCAKAcCieXCP5b7uBN0RV5xA
https://www.linkedin.com/company/maine-seacoast-mission
https://seacoastmission.org/2024-christmas-events/



