
Brief Description  
Kenny and Karen Sherin are CBF self-funded missionaries and have served as 
community development advisors with Together for Hope for six years.  Both Kenny 
and Karen are ordained ministers who have a love and calling for rural areas.  Kenny 
also has a Doctorate in Rural Sociology and Community Development from the 
University of Missouri in Columbia.   

Two years ago, they moved to South Dakota to work in the area of community and 
economic development.  In addition to their work in many rural communities, they 
have developed partnerships in some of the most isolated and impoverished areas of 
the United States.  This includes four different regions and reservations throughout 
South Dakota:  Pine Ridge Reservation, Crow Creek Reservation, Cheyenne River 
Reservation and the Rosebud Reservation  

The Sherin’s write, “As we have lived in South Dakota for the past two years, we 
realize the issues of poverty in rural South Dakota are unique, wide-spread, and 
challenging.  We have chosen the approach of the “mustard seed” in our endeavors to 
begin ministering here.  We have much to learn about South Dakota, about Native 
American culture, and about the poverty that exists here both on and off the 
reservations.  Perhaps the greatest need we have is to learn as much as we can about 
Native Americans, their past, their present, and their future.  We feel the best ways for 
us to learn how to minister to and with Native Americans is to come alongside those 
organizations that are established and successful in their work.” 

Outcomes of this Project 
1. Develop strong relationships and partnership with organizations and 

individuals on these four reservations and throughout South Dakota.   
2. Apply “lessons learned” from these partnerships and duplicate or multiply 

those efforts in other reservations and regions of South Dakota (as well as other 
areas of poverty throughout the US).   

3. Develop “connection points” for CBF and others.  We hope to build bridges 
that will initiate and strengthen partnerships in South Dakota.  

4. Develop relationships in the area of SD where we live and expose them to 
issues of poverty on the reservations and encourage potential partnerships.. 



The Issue of Poverty in South Dakota  
Poverty rates in South Dakota are some of the highest in the United States with a 
majority being on Native American reservations.  The Rapid City Journal says the 
“South Dakota leads the nation in Native American poverty rates.”  Reports released 
in February 2013 indicate that 48% of South Dakota’s 65,000 Native Americas live in 
poverty.  The poverty line is $11,170 for an individual and $23,050 for a family of 
four.  For example, on the Pine Ridge Reservation the per capita income ranges from 
$4,000 to $6,000 and 150 of the 500 homes do not have running water or electricity. 

The problems of poverty are further exacerbated because of extreme isolation and 
lack of a support and awareness.  The worst poverty in South Dakota is found in 
many different rural counties close to the center of the state on both the northern and 
southern borders (see map below article).  The counties in South Dakota with critical 
poverty rates (at least 50% above the state average) are the following: 

•Bennett (29.3%) 
•Buffalo (31.6%) 
•Charles Mix (22.4%) 
•Clay (19.8%) 

•Corson (32.4%) 
•Dewey (25.7%) 
•Jackson (27.3%) 
•Mellette (28.6%) 

•Shannon (38.4%) 
•Todd (36.4%) 
•Ziebach (39.4%) 

�  



Some of the problems that come with an isolated rural life include slow emergency 
response, unpaved or neglected roads, limited access to utilities, vulnerability to the 
elements, and a lack of access to services like package or mail delivery and bussing.  
When these already challenging obstacles of rural life are combined with the problem 
of isolation associated with Native American reservations, the isolation now 
multiplies to even greater degrees. 

Almost all of these rural counties, with the exception of Clay County, have a majority 
of Native American residents living on many different reservations  There is a serious 
negative stigma associated with these reservations which makes it harder on the 
residents.  Suicide rates are extremely high, and they have little to no political voice. 

  



About the Sherin’s 
Kenny’s Hometown – Indian Trail, North Carolina,   
BS Natural Resources, Ecosystems Assessment, North Carolina State University 
MS Forestry and GIS Mapping, North Carolina State University 
MDiv, Campbell University Divinity School, Buies Creek, North Carolina 
PhD Rural Sociology with a concentration in Community Development, University  
 of Missouri, Columbia, Missouri 

Karen’s Hometown – Lillington, NC 
BA English and English Education, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
MDiv, Campbell University Divinity School, Buies Creek, North Carolina 
Two boys ---Matthew age 10 and Caleb age 4 

  
The Sherin’s are self-funded, tent-maker missionaries with the Cooperative Baptist 
Fellowship.  They were commissioned in 2008.  For seven years, they have served as 
advisers with Together for Hope, CBF’s rural poverty initiative.  The Sherin’s are 
involved in seeking best practices of community and economic development and 
sharing those with others working with similar issues. 
In June 2012, Kenny and Karen Sherin, along with their two boys, Matthew and 
Caleb, moved to the Mitchell area in South Dakota to work in rural community 
development.  Kenny currently works as a Community Development Field Specialist 
with South Dakota State University Extension.  He travels to many rural communities 
in southern and eastern South Dakota as a Community and Economic Development 
Coach.  



Kenny’s position as Community Development Specialist with South Dakota State 
University Extension allows him to work as a Community Coach with rural 
communities throughout South Dakota, including areas where CBF Together for 
Hope initiatives have already begun. 
“Throughout our lives, we have witnessed the transformation within rural 
communities and the uncertainty that comes with change. We look for ways to teach 
folks how to help themselves,” Kenny says, “The resources we have gained in our 
studies and experiences provide us with tools to assist, coach and further empower 
communities and individuals to be more effective and self-sustaining.  We are excited 
about building relationships and partnerships in and around South Dakota.” 
Karen points that the move to South Dakota has caused them to further deepen their 
understanding of the term “rural.”  As we have traveled around, we found that many 
conveniences are not as accessible here.  For instance, driving several hours without 
passing a fast food chain is nearly impossible in some states, but not in South Dakota.  
Karen says. “Let’s just say, we fill up the gas tank and pack peanut butter and jelly 
sandwiches before we travel.” 
Prior to their move to Missouri for Kenny's studies, Kenny and Karen served as 
pastors at Hester Baptist Church in Oxford.  Karen also served as Associate Pastor at 
Zebulon Baptist Church in Zebulon, NC and worked with the Raleigh Baptist 
Association.  Kenny served at the Raleigh Baptist Association and the North Carolina 
Baptist State Convention.  They met at Campbell University Divinity School. 
“Since childhood, Kenny and I have had a love for rural communities.  Over time that 
love evolved into a call to minister in rural settings” says Karen.  “We love rural 
communities, rural churches and, most importantly, the people that make up the 
community and church.” 



Lakota Language Immersion Child Care 
Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, Pine Ridge, South Dakota 

Problem 
• There are currently fewer than 6,000 Lakota speakers in existence, representing less than 14% 

of the Lakota population of North and South Dakota. 
• Average age of Lakota speaker is nearly 65 years-older than the average reservation life 

expectancy. 
• There are almost no fluent speakers of the language below the age of thirty. 
• These demographics collectively lead Lakota to be categorized as a highly endangered 

language, with a very uncertain prognosis for future survival.   

Mission 
Our mission is to teach infants on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation Lakota as a first language, in a 
nurturing and enriched early childcare setting, as a basis for continued fluency throughout their 
lives, to be full participants in the revitalization of their heritage language. 

Description 
Our intention is to create a full-immersion early childhood daycare in Lakota. We will initially 
begin with a small cohort of children under age two, so that they may learn Lakota as a first 
language. In future years, the program will expand upward as the initial cohort reaches elementary 
school age, in order to include an early elementary school curriculum (all in Lakota). The early 
childhood component will be retained permanently, in order to prepare first-language Lakota 
speaking children for the immersion school component. The daycare component will initially be in-
home and the school component will eventually require its own building. 

Six Program Objectives 
Objective 1: Children will hear and learn only Lakota during the 40 hours per week they are in the 
immersion daycare – no English in any form.  
Objective 2: When the children start speaking, even though they will inevitably hear English 
outside of daycare, their Lakota will be of at least equal measurable proficiency.  
Objective 3: Initial cohort members will speak entirely Lakota in the daycare by their third 
birthdays, thus preparing them to assist in the immersion of future children.  
Objective 4: The future Kindergarten curriculum will be finalized by the end of August, 2013 
(higher grades' curricula will be completed in subsequent years).  
Objective 5: Parents will be expected to attend twice-monthly evening Lakota classes to increase 
their own proficiency so they may reinforce the language at home (24/year).  
Objective 6: Assessments will be created for ages 2-10 to test current and future students' language 
proficiency, and ensure that they are indeed reaching age-appropriate language milestones. 

Lakota Language Material 
A cornerstone of our endeavor is an extensive collection – probably the largest in existence – of 
Lakota language materials for children. There are a very small handful of existing printed materials 
that are fully bilingual or monolingual in Lakota, and that are genuinely geared for young readers 



and toddlers. Over the years, we have amassed copies of all such published materials and, in 
addition, have translated over 200 English storybooks – ranging from simple infant books to more 
robust stories for older children – into Lakota. 
https://www.facebook.com/lakotalearners 

The Harvest Initiative Services 
Crow Creek Indian Reservation, Fort Thompson, SD 

Purpose Statement: To invest locally in native grown ideas and support socially responsible 
business development to move Crow Creek Sioux Reservation toward a commercially viable, self-
sustaining economic environment.  The Harvest Initiative is continuing to adapt its programs to best 
serve the needs on the Crow Creek Reservation.  

CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT 
Nonprofit Assistance  The Harvest Initiative works with relief organizations in the community that 
need assistance in areas of nonprofit governance and operations. We work with these groups to 
ensure that their services are not interrupted and they have long term support. Our organization has 
helped form five nonprofit corporations and assisted another handful of organizations.  These 
services are currently being supported by a generous grant by the South Dakota Community 
Foundation. 
Tribal Legal Development Consultation  The Crow Creek Tribal Council has requested the 
Harvest Initiative's assistance in the development of certain legal devices and general information 
gathering. Past and current areas of involvement include creating a tribal wind energy development 
ordinance, implementing the model tribal secured transaction code, and developing a general 
economic development plan. 
Crow Creek High School Business Law Education  The Harvest Initiative views the growth and 
development of youth as vital to a developing economy. During the 2008-2009 school year, The 
Harvest Initiative partnered with the Crow Creek Tribal Schools to develop and teach a high school 
business law course. The business law course incorporated tribal business law into a traditional 
business law curriculum to present a broader understanding for the students.  Tribal property law 
and tribal business development systems are integral to understanding business development in a 
reservation setting. 

SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT 
Agricultural Development Project - Ičaȟuŋyapi Partnership  The Ičaȟuŋyapi Partnership has 
five primary objectives: improving agricultural productivity at Crow Creek, increasing income and 
creating jobs through socially responsible business development, improving education and adult 
capacity, enhancing the quality of life in the Crow Creek Reservation, and developing a long-term 
strategy for sustainable support.  The centerpiece of the partnership is the redevelopment of the 
Crow Creek Tribal Farm as a first step in local agricultural development.   

https://www.facebook.com/lakotalearners


Crow Creek Fresh Food Initiative  As an outgrowth of the Ičaȟuŋyapi Partnership, the Crow 
Creek Fresh Food Initiative is focused on the development of a network of school, community, and 
family gardens throughout the Crow Creek Reservation.  The initiative seeks to establish sustainable 
gardening practices to encourage agricultural entrepreneurship, improve nutrition, foster self-
reliance, and fight food insecurity.  We have begun our efforts with a school garden that combines 
educational and cultural opportunities with a production-based garden.   

Photos from Harvest Initiative Webpage 

 

 



Bridger, South Dakota 
Cheyenne River Indian Reservation 

Carla Wynn, CBF Communications writes:   
Tucked away in the Cheyenne River Valley of South Dakota, miles away from a grocery store and a 
hospital, is a community of Lakota people who feel they’ve been forgotten.  Bridger, formerly a 
large community on the Cheyenne River reservation in Ziebach County, has whittled now to 10 
families. There are no jobs. There is no self-sufficient economy. But there is hope. "I sit out 
sometimes in the evening and vision. We have things we want to do for ourselves so that we can 
have employment here," said Debbie Day, a lifetime Bridger resident. 

Bridger, SD on the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation seems to be an isolated, forgotten land.  This 
region lacks many of the resources that some of the neighboring reservations now have.   Since 
2004, Second Baptist Church, Liberty, Missouri and CBF Missouri have maintained a partnership 
with the Lakota that live on the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation.  They have contributed to 
numerous projects such as a planting a community garden, building a chicken coup, home repairs, 
and providing coats and blankets.  

Here is a recent Forbes magazine article about the progress in Bridger  
Building Self-Sufficiency, One Tree at a Time 
When a community is listed as one of the poorest counties in the United States and has more than 
50 percent of its population living in poverty, the options for its future may seem bleak.  But for 
Byron Buffalo, lay minister at the United Church of Christ in Bridger, South Dakota, the 
designation was a call to arms. Or a call to plant as the case may be. And more than 35,000 people 
joined him online in support. 
“I have always thought, it is good to go to church, to give time to God and to worship on Sundays,” 
says Buffalo. “But when you come out of church feeling good, you have to do something with that. 
You have to take the next step and work for change.” 
Buffalo is a member of the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe and grew up in Bridger, a tiny town in the 
southwest corner of the Cheyenne River Reservation. More than 80 miles from the commercial 
center of the tribe, Buffalo saw community members struggling to find work and have access to any 
fresh fruits and vegetables. 
So he decided to plant. First he worked to establish a community garden and set up a communal 
chicken coop to provide eggs for people in the area. Then he heard about the online contest 
Communities Take Root – sponsored by Dreyer’s Fruit Bars and the Fruit Tree Planting Foundation 
– and applied. 
But internet service is at best spotty in rural areas like Bridger, and Buffalo thought he could never 
come close to getting the number of votes he needed to win one of the orchards. 
And then the unexpected happened. 
Via Facebook and word of mouth, 35,039 votes were cast in favor of the Bridger Community 
Garden project. By July, 30 apple, pear, cherry and plum trees were planted with help from 
professional arborists at the Fruit Tree Planting Foundation. Ongoing support from the foundation 
will assure the orchard will thrive over time. 

http://rapidcityjournal.com/news/article_2d5bb0bc-44bf-11e1-bbc9-0019bb2963f4.html
http://www.sioux.org/
http://www.communitiestakeroot.com/plant/#winners
http://www.ftpf.org/ctr.htm
http://www.facebook.com/UpperCheyenneUCC


“We are inviting the community to think about how to help itself,” says Buffalo of his work. “Let’s 
not let poverty define us. Let’s create something sustainable with what we have and work to provide 
a better future for our children.” 


