TEEN GROUP LOBBIES FOR JOBS
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In a basement library at St. Stephen's Episcopal Church in the South End, the next generation of Hub activists are being groomed to make an economic difference.

"Even though teenagers aren't the most important thing, our voices can still be heard," said Crystal Rosa, 15, one of 10 to 15 teens who take part in a community organizing effort tied to the church's after-school program.

Every week, the teens meet with church staff and Harvard Kennedy School interns to strategize efforts to increase state funding for teen jobs.

Their approach incorporates grassroots organizing mainstays - sending e-mails and letters to lawmakers, penning opinion pieces to local newspapers and enlisting their peers.

Plus, they're fresh faces and future voters that state legislators don't want to turn away.

"We just walked in and we had a meeting with them," said Rosa, a student at Boston Latin Academy. The teens want funding for the public sector job program YouthWorks to increase from $6.7 million to $9.2 million.

"Usually they never listen to teens, but they were actually interested in what I was saying," said Rosa. "They listened to me. They took notes. I was surprised that I could make such a difference with just the words I was speaking."

The teens have visited the offices of about a dozen lawmakers, including state Rep. Byron Rushing (D-Boston), state Sen. Dianne Wilkerson (D-Roxbury) and state Sen. Steven C. Panagiotakos (D-Lowell), who is chairman of the Senate Ways and Means Committee.

Adelvia "Addie" Gomez, 17, of Dorchester, said she makes her case by talking about a friend killed by gun violence.

"It's nothing new someone getting killed, but the fact that I said I was working and she could have been working - that's something that impacts them," said Gomez.

Rudy Riviere, Wilkerson's director of constituent services, said the staff offered them some lobbying pointers.

"You know what made the biggest impression is the fact that they weren't afraid to talk," Riviere said.

During their meeting with Rushing, the assistant majority whip, the teens got a dose of reality about the perception of adolescents on Beacon Hill.

"He was completely honest with us," said Gomez. "He was like, `Yeah, you guys are definitely not a priority.' "

The Rt. Rev. Gayle E. Harris, Suffragan Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Massachusetts said the teens are carrying out a mission described in the Bible by Jeremiah who instructs to "seek the welfare of the city...for in its welfare you will have welfare."

"They are doing the work of faith," said Harris. "They are looking to transform the city."

