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About the Union County 

Interfaith Coordinating Council 
 

Our Mission 
The Union County Interfaith Coordinating Council works to facilitate regular 

interfaith meetings in order to make way for the building of bonds within the 

interfaith community. 

 

We respect the inclusion and  welcoming of others regardless of faith, race or 

disability. We strive to be proactive on social issues. 
 

Our Goals 
 To grow the network of faith-based organizations in Union County 

 Encourage representatives from all faiths to join the Interfaith 

Coordinated Council including those of Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, 

Islamic, and other faiths 

 To be engaged in: 

1. Community Building within faith-based organizations and the  

general Union County population. 

2. The advancement of Social Justice. 

3. The intentional inclusion of others regardless of gender, faith, 

race. 

 Be active in activities that are inclusive and community building 
 

Our Objectives 
 Sponsor regular engagement opportunities that facilitate the building of 

bonds within the Union County interfaith community and their 

congregations 

 Strengthen the Union County religious congregations through 

involvement, action and education in self-help. 

 Build working relationships between Union County religious 

organizations and Community Access Unlimited that create 

opportunities for youth and people with disabilities and their support 

staff. 
 

Potential Advantages to Joining the Interfaith Community 
 Develop interfaith solidarity 

 Become active with increased publicity 

 Build religious membership 

 Build support to fundraising events with paid participants 

 Create full and part time employment opportunities for congregation 

members 

 Provide educational opportunities regarding entitlements, housing, and 

other services, to congregation members 

 Assist individuals within the congregation to obtain services; for 

example, people with disabilities, youth, people with physical 

disabilities, or senior citizens. 
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from the chairperson 

message 

“Volunteering is the ultimate exercise in democracy.  
You vote in elections once a year, but when you volunteer,  

you vote every day about the kind of community you want to live in.” 
– unknown 

 

 

This month the UCICC turns its focus towards celebrating and encouraging the spirit 
of Volunteerism, Service Work and Community Outreach.  Statistics report that 
almost 80% of charitable nonprofits – houses of faith, social service 
agencies, hospitals, etc. - use volunteers and that about a third of 
nonprofits partner with religious organizations.  This means that 
most nonprofits which are the bedrock institutions and 
organizations keeping our communities vibrant, are dependent 
upon the generosity of others.  
 
Volunteering, Service Work and Outreach is a win-win situation 
for both the institution/organization and each of us 

personally, in that it is proven to deepen our faith.  It becomes our gift to humanity 
and can be viewed as an embodied declaration of gratitude, devotion, and 
worship.  Every act of devoted action to give faithful, informed and regular service for 
the purpose of addressing the needs within our communities is an embodiment of 
the God we serve. 
 
We are living in challenging times but have reason to be exciting about a recent 
polling by the Associated Press which reports a high interest in Volunteerism, Service 
Work and Community Outreach by persons under the age of 30. 
This month, we encourage you to encourage others to look inside and reach outside 
of our houses of worship to see how we can make our communities, better, stronger 
and greater while keeping this in mind, 

 
“Our communities are only as strong as its weakest institution and only as great as 

our least organization.  As members of our communities, let us never lose sight of the 
thought, we rise and fall not as individuals but as communities.” 

 
Rev. Dr. Erika D. Crawford 
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Editorial 

"The Hidden Joys of Serving"  
by Penelope Bera  

 

Making a difference in any place begins with an understanding. Many of us are coming together for a 
basic principle; Some of these being to serve our lord, the community, a job placement, or even for the sim-
ple fact that you enjoy knowing that you make an immediate difference. Volunteering my time for those that 
need what my congregation has to offer, but also brings me a sense of joy and fulfillment. This inspires my 
passion of food and cooking; while being able to help the less fortunate. By either with the act of cooking 
something warm, spending a moment playing a game of cards, or having a movie night with them can really 
make a difference. Many times, the general idea is you could do is donate money; however, that is merely 
the beginning. By working with a few local organizations: Operation Warmheart, Food For Friends, or the 
Community Foodbank of New Jersey; I have found ways to outsource my skills and network my way into giv-
ing back to my community. The open service of Operation Warmheart, we at Zion Lutheran Church of Rah-
way open up our social hall;  Our guests brought to us by the Elizabeth Homeless Coalition for 18 weeks. 
Once a week these people have somewhere warm to sleep. Every Wednesday night, either a fellow congre-
gation member or myself cook a nice hearty meal, then we watch movies/spend time with them, help set up 
their cots to sleep, and lastly, in the morning we prepare them a nutritious breakfast/send them off with a 
bagged lunch and other necessities.    As I volunteer my time with the Food for Friends which tethered to the 
Hillside Food bank academy attended, it's a more of the behind the scenes. I help make bags to distribute to 
the homeless/low income families, transport the donated food within our pantries, and then hand out the 
things we have to spare. Also, at another local church in the area, Food for Friends has a soup kitchen once 
a week. I still try to go as much as possible with my children so they can appreciate what God continues to 
bless us with every week, and so they can spend time with the less fortunate. Sometimes a good, genuine 
conversation or a lively joke can go a long way. Another way I have found to continue my ministry is at the 
Community Foodbank of New Jersey, located in Hillside. At their facility you can volunteer your time there 
and do so much! From sorting the donated food, bagging school lunches/snacks for children in our 
surrounding public schools, to  collecting/distributing clothing items. 

I strongly urge everyone to get involved and to volunteer their time, even if it's only for two hours on 
the weekend at this food bank. It doesn’t matter your age, race, or religious/political views - their are starving 
people out there, right there in your home towns. If I, a single mother of three, a middle-class citizen can get 
up and help those who really need it, then imagine what all of us could do. 

 Many of us have trouble getting physically up and taking that first firm step, so there needs to be a 
will for it. 

Just this past year I was able to accomplish a lot not only for myself, but for my church, and the 
homeless community. Over the past Three winter servicing Operation Warmheart the project has grown ex-
ponentially thanks to everyone involved, and of course, our Lord. Then over the summertime I attended and 
graduated within the top of my class from the culinary program at the Food Academy which is also ran inside 
the Community Foodbank of New Jersey. 

I believe helping the less fortunate became a passion of mine right from a youthful age. From watch-
ing my household live poorly, to always wanting to rescue animals. I have been told that i have strong rescue 
dynamics. However the calling to cook for a nonprofit organization really happened full circle; very first dinner 
that I volunteered for our Operation Warmheart. As Pastor Carmine prayed over our first dinner, I just felt the 
spirit telling me I was in the right place, doing a great thing. Even though preparation from week to week can 
be overwhelming, I shelter/feed fifteen- twenty people; these are the moments I am glad God allows me to 
be brought together by our wonderful staff. 

This was my first year over-seeing and organizing this shelter in its entirety.  As strong of a woman I 
am: it stands without the help of my family and congregation; I would not be able to provide a haven for 
these people. 

My name is Penelope L. Bera; This is who I am and this is what I do. Hopefully this has inspired you.  

Peace & Grace. 



 

 5 

5 

 

 

Member Spotlight 

Michael was born in Newark, New Jersey and raised in Bloomfield. He has served the Catholic Church as a 

priest and pastor for 24 years.  As a graduate of Rutgers University, he obtained his Bachelors of Arts Degree 

in Accounting and worked for a New Jersey based accounting firm for three years.  

 

Having had a major spiritual experience in his late high school years, Michael started contemplating a call to 

serve the Church only after he had begun to work as an accountant. He studied at Immaculate Conception 

Seminary at Seton Hall University and graduated with a Masters in Divinity in 1992. Fr. Michael was or-

dained a priest for the Archdiocese of Newark, which covers Bergen, Hudson, Essex and Union Counties in 

New Jersey at Sacred Heart Cathedral Basilica in Newark. 

 

He has served at several churches as an assistant: St. Joseph Church, West Orange; St. Peter the Apostle 

Church, River Edge; Our Lady of the Visitation Church, Paramus; and St. Elizabeth Church, Wyckoff.  Fr. 

Michael was named the pastor of St. Joseph Church in Maplewood, a positon he held for seven years, when 

he was appointed as pastor of St. Helen Church, his current assignment since February of 2011. St. Helen is a 

community of over 4000 households. 

 

Fr. Michael has a passion for helping others to deepen their faith in Christ, especially those who think that the 

life of faith is not for them or who are seekers looking to explore the faith. In addition to his parish work, he 

serves as a member of the Evangelization Commission of the Archdiocese, as well as the Presbyteral Council, 

which is a body of priests that consults with the Archbishop. He also serves on the College of Consultors, a 

body of lay men, women and religious who approve construction and repair projects for other churches within 

the Archdiocese. 

 

He also serves on the Board of Directors for ChristLife, which is a Catholic Evangelization Ministry that is 

spreading across the country inviting people into deeper faith life. 

Fr. Michael is excited to be joining with the UCICC group to work together with people of varied faith back-

grounds, to grow and learn from them and to offer assistance to those who are forgotten. 

 

Fr. Michael is an avid sports fan especially baseball (New York Mets) and football (New York Giants); and 

his family: two brothers, two sisters-in-law and five nieces are the joy of his life! His parents and dear sister 

have gone to their eternal rest.  

Rev. Michael A. Saporito 
The Parish Community of St. Helen  

Westfield, NJ 
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UCICC Outreach Coordinating Team 

 

Advertise in the UCICC Newsletter! 
 

Got an exciting event or program happening?  
 

Reach out to members of the interfaith community in  

Union County by advertising in this newsletter! 
 

Please send all ready ads to ucinterfaith@caunj.org  

by the 11th of every month to save a space! 

Join & Be Active Today! 
 

How can I join this viable group of supporters? 

 Attend quarterly meetings. 

 Invite other community leaders to attend our quarterly meetings. 

 Support or host fundraising programs to support the Record Expungement Grant 

Program. 

 Add your contact information to our mailing list. 

 Share useful information about your organization. 

 

Contact Rod Spearman at 908-354-3040 x 324  

for more information on becoming a member 

www.facebook.com/UnionCountyInterfaithCoordinatingCouncil 

Roderick (Rod) Spearman 

UCICC Interfaith Coordinator 

rspearman@caunj.org 

Sidney Blanchard,  

Executive Director  

Community Access Unlimited 

sblanchard@caunj.org 

Pastor Howard A. Bryant,  

UCICC Interfaith Coordinator 

hbryant@caunj.org 

Pastor Carmine Pernini  

UCICC Interfaith Coordinator 

cpernini@caunj.org 
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Members of Community Access Unlimited attended the 
Annual Fish Fry Event hosted by the Knights of Columbus 
#4504 in March.  
 

Proceeds from this event help to support the  
People with Developmental Disabilities Drive that helps 
many people with disabilities throughout Union County!   
 

Featured are members of the Knights of Columbus #4504 
and CAU members, some of whom are also members of 
the New American Movement for People with  
Disabilities.    
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Union County Interfaith Coordinating Council holds 
"speed dating" event 

The Union County Interfaith Coordinating Council recently held a "speed dating" event at Suburban Golf Club in   
Union to allow its member congregations to interact with people with disabilities and at-risk youth who are not      
currently associated with a religious community, telling them about their faiths and organizations and offering them 
the opportunity to join. 
 
The first-of-its-kind event – called Faith into Action – allowed members of Community Access Unlimited (CAU) and 
people from the community who are not currently affiliated with a house of worship to meet with representatives of 
more than 20 churches, synagogues, mosques and temples to determine if they might be a good fit for them,       
according to Sid Blanchard, CAU executive director. More than 90 CAU members attended and there were more 
than 50 "matches," he added. 
 
CAU is a statewide Elizabeth-based nonprofit providing support programs and services to adults with disabilities as 
well as youth served under the Department of Children and Families (DCF) to enable them to live independently in 
the community, in areas including housing, vocational skills and life-skills training, education, advocacy and          
recreation. 
 
The Union County Interfaith Coordinating Council, is an organization comprising more than 40 interfaith               
congregations and community-based nonprofits, including CAU. The council promotes inclusion of all people within 
the community, without regard to race, religion or disability, and creates a clearing house of faith-based, nonprofit 
and government community services available to the public, according to Blanchard. 
 
"Some of our members have long been disconnected from any organized religion," Blanchard said. "In fact, in the 
past some have been bullied and shunned and made to feel unwelcome. Our mission is to enable our members to 
live fully integrated lives within the community and for many people an affiliation with a religion and a house of     
worship is an important part of community. We wanted to create an atmosphere that would facilitate that." 
 
Carmine Pernini, pastor of the Zion Evangelical Lutheran Church in Rahway and coordinator of the Interfaith     
Council, said houses of worship often are homogeneous communities that may feel less than welcoming to         
newcomers, especially those who are perceived as different, which runs counter to the natural message of inclusion 
that should be the foundation of all religious communities. 
 
"There is a difference between saying all are welcome and welcoming people as long as they behave the way we 
want them to behave," he said. "It's really about welcoming people and adapting ourselves to who they are. When 
you have a new person enter a religious community everything changes anyway. Each person brings their own    
personality and experiences and that's a good thing." 
 
Beverly Williams, a CAU member with disabilities, attended the event because she had a bad experience with one 
religion when she was younger – she said she was asked to leave – and now attends a local Evangelical church but 
does not feel part of their community. 

 
"I learned a lot," she said. "I learned they all talk about 
the same God and we all come into the world the same 
way and we go to the same place. I enjoyed learning 
about the different religions." 
 
Asia Lee, a youth member of CAU, said she found the 
event informative and thought-provoking. Lee does not 
attend any church but now thinks she may start attending 
a Lutheran church. 
 
"I'm not really a big religious person," she said. "But I'm 
open minded. I learned a lot about each religion and it 
helped me make a decision on which religion to choose." 

Beverly Williams (second from the left), a member of Community Access Unlimited, learned about the various religions that 
make up the Union County Interfaith Coordinating Council at a "speed dating" event for the agency's members. 

“Faith In Action” 

  March 31, 2016 
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 The Union County Interfaith 

Coordinating Council will be hosting a  
social service resource fair on  

May 19, 2016 from 6-9 pm 

First United Methodist Church  

1171 Terrill Road 

Scotch Plains,  NJ 

Come and learn about social service      

resources available in your Community!  
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Transitional Opportunities Program 
 
 

The Transitional Opportunities Program  (TOP) provides a variety of support services to youth aged 13 - 
21.Youth living in any county of New Jersey are eligible to enter the program through a referral by CSOC, 
DCP&P, or by a self-referral. While living in Elizabeth, youth receive a variety of independent living training 
and transitional living support services until they achieve the life skills needed to live independently. 
 
 At Community Access Unlimited, TOP hosts several events/workshops available to the youth in the commu-
nity. 
 

 Youth Conference – August 17, 2016 
A 1-day event full of information and fun. Includes keynote speakers, workshops, food, entertainment, 
and door prizes.  ( complimentary for youth whose interfaith organization is a member of UCICC) 

 
 Who Wants To Be Independent?  November 19, 2016 

A workshop developed from the idea of the popular game show: Who wants to be a Millionaire? 
The workshop delivers a clever way of introducing that “Rules”  still apply when one becomes inde-
pendent. 

 
Please keep your eyes open for upcoming announcements about the above events in the Union County Inter-
faith Coordinating Council (UCICC) newsletter. 
 
The Runaway & Homeless Youth (RHY) Shelter 

The Runaway & Homeless Youth Shelter provides 24-hour assistance for youth ages 13 -17. Youth supported 
in the Runaway & Homeless Youth Shelter are often in need of programs that will enable youth to move for-
ward to a safer, healthier, and more  productive lifestyle within the community. RHY shelter can also be used 
as a respite for families. 
If you know of someone in need, contact us: 
                                908-354-5420 (shelter) 
                                800 -354-3096 (toll free) 
                                908-413-4261 (24-hour access) 
 
Respite Services 

TOP also provides respite services for the Division of Children’s System of Care (DCSOC). Respite services in-
clude overnight, afterschool care, weekend recreational, etc.  Please contact Tanya Johnson for more informa-
tion: Tanya Johnson (908)354-3040 ext. 251. 
      
Would you like to help support our Youth? 

As youth grow as young adults, they become ready to take the next step to being independent citizens in the 
community. As they prepare to move into their own apartments CAU will provide them with a Hope Chest 
that includes the essentials that will allow the youth to set up their own household. Such items include: pots & 
pans, cooking utensils, towels, bedding, microwave, etc. Another stepping stone to helping our youth achieve 
independence through Vehicle Donations. Having a vehicle extends their access to jobs and to other commu-
nity resources. If you would like to make a donation to the program, please contact:  Information & Referral 
Department at (08) 354-3040 ext. 272. 
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Thousands of teenagers and young adults need mentoring and opportunities 

to discover and develop their talents.  
 

Through the Youth Employment Program sponsored by 

the UCICC, grants are available for youth ages 16-21  

participating in summer employment!  

 
Funds should be used to further the youth’s learning in academic, social and  

personal development skills.  

 

Applications available to active members of UCICC. 

Submission deadline:  June 17, 2016 

 

For an application or to obtain further information, contact Rod Spearman. 

Phone: (908) 354-3040   Email: rspearman@caunj.org 

 Applications are now available 
for 2016 Summer Applicants! 
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Sponsored by  
Union County Interfaith Coordinating Council 
 and Community Access Unlimited 

Day of Prayer and Reflection: 
Honoring People of All Faith  

Communities 

“We must be the change we want to see in this world.” M. Ghandi 

Union County Day of Prayer 
October 5, 2016 

6:30 PM - 8:00 PM 
St. Helen’s Roman Catholic Church 

1500 Rahway Avenue, Westfield, NJ 07090 

SAVE THE DATE! 

Sponsored by: 
Union County Interfaith Coordinating  Council  and 
Community Access Unlimited 

Working to facilitate the building of bonds within the interfaith 

community, promoting the respect, inclusion and welcoming of others. 
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Community Access Unlimited’s Mission:  To provide community access through effective and  
comprehensive support services for people with disabilities and at-risk youth, giving them the opportunity 
to live independently and to lead normal and productive lives in the community. 

UCICC & STEERING COMMITTEE 
UPCOMING EVENTS 

UCICC Steering Committee 
May 5, 2016 at 10:00am 

80 W Grand St 
Elizabeth NJ  07202 

Full UCICC Meeting 
Topic:  Social Service Resource Fair 

May 19, 2016  at 6:00 PM 
First United Methodist Church 

1171 Terrill Road Scotch Plains, NJ 07076  

UCICC Steering Committee 
June 2, 2016 at 10:00am 

80 W Grand St 
Elizabeth NJ  07202 

Full UCICC Meeting 
Topic:  Social Inclusion 

June 16, 2016  at 6:00 PM 
Location TBD 

UCICC Steering Committee 
July 7, 2016 at 10:00am 

80 W Grand St 
Elizabeth NJ  07202 

Full UCICC Meeting 
Topic:  Universal/Common Interfaith Themes 

July 21, 2016  at 6:00 PM 
Location TBD 

Rod Spearman 
Union County Interfaith Coordinating Council   
c/o Community Access Unlimited 
80 West Grand Street, Elizabeth, NJ 07202           
Phone: (908) 354-3040-Email:  rspearman@caunj.org 

 


