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Veronica Thede, 9, works on her glass art at Grace Art Camp. More than 1,000 children will take part in the 
seven-week camp this summer. (photo by Motoya Nakamura, The Oregonian) 
 
 
On weekday mornings, Grace Memorial Episcopal Church overflows with spirit. It fuels 
150 children as they focus on their counterparts in Kenya. 
"Jambo!" The Rev. Esme J. Culver settles the group on the floor of the fellowship hall 
with the Swahili greeting. "Jambo!" shout children, age 4 to 12, seated with their 
counselors, anticipating the next installment of the story of the week. Habiba Addo, a 
professional storyteller from Ghana, West Africa, waits for silence to descend. When it 
does, she weaves spoken words, shared melodies and the force of her body to evoke a 
little girl, a magic bird and an evil giant who has stolen away a kingdom's cattle. 
The graceful bird carries the girl to a faraway kingdom, where the giant has hidden the 
cattle. Sated by gourds full of milk, the giant falls asleep. 
Without warning, the girl sneezes. 
The giant awakens. 
The storyteller stops. 
"Until tomorrow," she smiles. The children groan, eagerly awaiting the rest of the story. 

•  
 
If this were a church vacation Bible school, the story probably would be biblical. But this 
is Grace Art Camp, and the story is a Tanzanian folktale. During the second week of the 
popular summer camp, the story informs and inspires students, who move between nine 
art studios to work alongside professional artists in glass, clay, paint, paper, fabric, 
beads, music, drama and dance. Although the camp meets in a church and is organized 
by a church -- Culver is Grace's associate rector -- this is a secular project, sprouted 
from a sacred question posed 15 years ago.  
 
"It was during my first Lent at Grace," says the Rev. Stephen V. Schneider, rector of the 
Northeast Portland congregation. "I asked artists in the congregation to share their 
creative experiences, talk about what it meant to be created in the image of God." 
Later, at a dinner with them, Schneider asked for ideas on how art might help invigorate 
the small, struggling parish. Someone suggested an arts camp for neighborhood kids, 
one with a secular focus so it would appeal to a broad range of families. It would be an 



opportunity to put service to others first and nurture the creative spirit at a time when 
public schools were cutting arts education. 
 
Grace Arts Camp has grown from one week offered in 1996 to seven weeks this 
summer, from a handful of children to more than a thousand -- many from other 
neighborhoods and some with no ties to the church or any religion.  

•  
  
Dr. Sabine Volchok drives from Southeast Portland to drop off her daughter, Elena, 10, 
at camp. This is Elena's seventh year at the weeklong camp and still her mother, a 
family physician, lingers in the morning to hear the children sing "The Grace Arts Camp 
Song" and another about the four R's: respect, responsibility, resourcefulness and 
receptivity. 
"I like the songs -- they make my day go better," Volchok says. Her daughter attends 
Cedarwood Waldorf School, where arts education hasn't suffered as it has in cash-
strapped public schools. 
"Art is not so much of a draw for us as experiencing other cultures, opening kids up to 
global awareness," Volchok says. Although her family isn't drawn to Grace for worship, 
she appreciates the atmosphere. 
 
But some families do end up joining the Grace congregation, Culver says. Impressed 
with the art camp, they ask about church programs and begin attending services. But 
that's not the main point of the camp, she adds. The camp is dedicated to the arts, to 
giving students the chance to be creative, but she sees it as an opportunity for children 
to connect art with compassion. 
 
Grace Art Camp, a summer arts camp offered by Grace Memorial Episcopal Church in 
Northeast Portland. Grace Memorial Episcopal Church has offered Grace Art Camp, a 
summer arts camp, for the past fifteen years. This summer, over a thousand children will 
work in a half-dozen studios creating glass, fiber, music and dance projects inspired by 
specific cultures chosen each year. The program tries to keep students involved in the 
arts at a time that schools are cutting back and it has given new life to a once small and 
aging congregation. 
 
"We want these children to think outside themselves, to think of others," she says, to 
counteract the prevailing attitude that "it's all about me." This year the camp has two 
relationships with programs in Kenya, exchanging stories and art with students of 
the Daraja Academy for Girls and contributing toward tuition and support of one Daraja 
student and to a building fund for a community center in Chwele. To that end, Grace Art 
campers make beaded friendship bracelets, selling each for $5. By the end of the 
second week of camp this summer, they'd raised $2,144. 

•  
  
As the morning studio time ends, a handful of girls put finishing touches on T-shirts 
they've made. Each bears the image of an African mask -- some frowning, some smiling, 
some showing surprise. 
"This is the best camp ever," says one 12-year-old veteran of Grace and several other 
summer camps. 



"Because of the choices," adds another. "We get to choose what studio we go to in the 
a.m. and in the p.m." 
"And we get to work with all different ages of kids," a third girl adds. 
"The work is all our own," a fourth chimes in. "We get to keep it." 
"And we learn about other countries, other kids," someone else says. "See, we are 
making these bracelets to sell for girls in Kenya." 

 
 
 

Grace Art Camp 
Remaining weeks of the 2011 camp are full. Registration for next summer will begin in 
March. Check online for more information or to request an email for 2012 registration. Or 
call 503-287-0418, ext. 102. 

Cost of this year's camp was $265 a child per week; more than $13,000 was given in 
scholarships from money donated by parents and Grace Institute, a nonprofit created in 
1996 by the congregation of Grace Memorial Episcopal Church, 1535 N.E. 17th Ave., 
Portland. 


