Alleviating some of the most intimidating aspects about adoption and foster care was the purpose of the "Adoption 101" workshop held on Saturday, June 25, at Friedens Evangelical Church in Port Washington.

"I see adoptions happen every day. It's an amazing process and it's fun to watch," said Jill Larson, a Grafton resident and director of social service for Seattle-based World Association for Children and Parents, or WACAP.

Larson was one of a four-member panel of experts who answered questions and told their stories to the approximatley 25 people who gathered at Frieden Church, which is affiliated with the Evangelical Free Church of America.

Friedens started a "Forever Families" ministry in 2010 to raise funds and awareness of adoption, starting with a 5-kilometer walk/run and a silent auction that raised about $12,000 to help three families adopt children and to make contributions to overseas orphanages. The church has a history of adoption. Its past three pastors have been adoptive parents, including its current pastor, Brandon Lemons and his wife, Shelly, who adopted their son, Mikias, from Ethiopia in January. About one-quarter of the church of more than 250 have adopted or been adopted.

The Adoption 101 workshop was the first such event sponsored by Friedens and was meant to help raise awareness of the need of adoption and help couples know where to start.

"Throughout the entire Word of God, His call is to care for the fatherless," said panelist Traci Weldie, of Watertown, who with her husband has adopted two children, a boy from Ethiopia and a girl from Ghana.

"Of the world's 147 million orphans, only one percent are adopted," Weldie said. "But if just 7 percent of those who call themselves Christians would adopt a child, there would be no more orphans," she said.

Many of those children are near to home, said Litha Mueller, a Friedens member and Port Washington resident, who with her husband, Gary, has foster parented 98 children, adopting one, their son, Elijah, to go along with their three biological children.

Litha's parents also were foster parents, often taking in unwed mothers along with the children.Gary Mueller had no experience foster parenting before he married Litha, she said.

"My husband didn't know what unconditional love was until he was handed a premature baby," the first child they foster parented, she said.

In addition to Elijah, four of their foster children have been adopted by families in Friedens Church, Mueller said.

Issues most commonly raised by those interested in adoption include the cost, how long it can take to complete an adoption, the intrusiveness of the home study and worries about the special needs of adopted children.

Litha Mueller said "all foster children are considered special needs children" because of the trauma of being separted from their parents and families. 

The same is true for almost all adoptive children, which can have lingering effects as the children grow older, especially in their ability to form attachments to other people.

"Attachment issues are something you may have to work at for a long time," said the fourth panelist, Jerry Huber, of Sheboygan, who with his wife, Heidi, adopted 19 children.

But Litha Mueller compared fears about the future to those of even biological parents.

"Will he grow up to be perfect?" she asked, referring to her son, Elijah.. "We don't know. But when you're pregnant, you don't know if that baby will be perfect either."

The home study process, in which adoption or foster parent offiicials determine the suitability of a parent, can feel invasive. It includes putting parents through a background check, visiting their home and examining their finances.

"They will want to know everything about you because there have been bad parents," Larson said. "But they really want you to succeed and are there to help."

"You don't have to live in a beautiful home," Weldie said. "You don't even have to own a home."

Foster care is run through county government. With international adoption, prospective parents deal with the state, federal immigration laws and the rules set forth by a foreign country. 

There's a lot of paperwork, "but it's doable," Larson said.

International adoption is a lot more expensive, the panelists said, often costing $20,000 to $40,000. But panelists said there are many grant opportunities, tax credits and fundraising efforts that can help.

"And it's not like you have to pay it all at one time," Weldie said.

It can take up to two years to complete an international adoption. And the adoption process through foster care can't begin for a year and not completed until parental rights have been terminated by a judge.

It took the Muellers almost 18 months to adopt Elijah, Litha said. But she compared that to it taking her and her husband two and a half years, and two miscarriages, before she gave birth to their oldest daughter. 

"In a way, getting my daughter took longer," she said.

And panelists said there's a lot more support for adoptive parents than there used to be and that anyone thinking of foster parenting or adopting should pursue that idea.

"There a whole world out there of support. You are not alone," Larson said.

"This was not the course I set out on for my life," Huber said. "But God knew and I wouldn't trade places with anyone.If threre's any in.inkling that you want to adopt or foster parent, don't pass up the chance. There's nothing like it."

Friedens Evangelical Church offers grants to parents interested in adopting. Friedens will hold its second annual Forever Families 5k Run/Walk and Silent Auction on Sept. 10. For more information, go online to www.friedenschurch.org/ministries/forever-families.

