New group, Hunterdon Interfaith Outreach Council, seeks donations to help the poor pay utility bills
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George PaccielloTelling how oil is pumped from a truck during a delivery is Trent Van Doren. With him are (from left) Rabbi Evan Jaffe, Bob Verse, Geleen Donovan and Kathie Verse.
Federal funds for heating assistance were running out just as this winter’s cold weather started moving in. Fortunately, the Hunterdon Interfaith Outreach Council has stepped into the breach.

The council formed specifically as a way for churches and synagogues to work together on areas of common interest. Its initial project is to raise $40,000 from congregations and the general public to help the needy pay their utility bills.

There are close to 120 faith-based organizations in Hunterdon, but not all are active, and some are so small they meet in homes. It’s the goal of HIOC leaders to unite them all.

“Helping people in need is something that should not divide us,” says Rabbi Evan Jaffe of the Flemington Jewish Community Center.

According to the Rev. Harry Mazujian of Calvary Episcopal Church in Flemington, “It’s better for all the houses of worship to work together rather than all of us separately.”

“Why do we keep toiling in our own vineyards?” wonders Rabbi Jaffe, who has been in Hunterdon for 25 years and is well aware of the needs of county residents. “Why not work together on things we can agree upon?”

According to Jaffe, a small group of local clergy got together several years ago to work toward creating a dental clinic for the poor. But then Rep. Leonard Lance was able to get federal funding for a clinic, so the ministers and rabbis moved on. 

“We were talking about doing something do-able,” he said. Recently, they decided on the utility issue and are working with the Interfaith Hospitality Network of Hunterdon (IHN), which helps low-income, homeless families and women by providing temporary housing, meals and other physical needs through a network of congregations around Hunterdon County.

IHN also provides counseling, case management and mentoring services to assist program participants. Around 45 congregations take part, either by providing a place for people to stay temporarily, or with cash and food donations.

According to Geleen Donovan, executive director of IHN, her agency had received federal stimulus funding three years ago to assist the needy, and some of the money was used for utility assistance.

The grant ran out in November, just as the winter seating season started. So the HIOC offer came just in time.

Donovan said that over the past two years, her agency spent about $40,00 a year on helping people with their utility bills. State regulations prevent shut-offs of people using natural gas or electricity for heat, because they are regulated public utilities, but there are no such rules for users of fuel oil or propane.

The IHN, which already has a screening process for its clients, will evaluate requests for aid. All the clergy group does is raise funds. “There is no overhead or staff” in the faith group, Jaffe notes.

According to Donovan, providing utility assistance “is a great example of how the faith community can come together to help people in need, especially when government budgets are tightening and other funding sources are drying up.”

The program is designed to aid any Hunterdon household that gets a shut-off notice or is out of heating oil and is within the 50% median income range. 

Besides helping the needy, the program aids businesses. Donovan reports that IHN “has good relationships” with many local oil companies that it buys oil from.

With the donated funds, “we help business in Hunterdon, we help local energy companies, oil companies.”

Also on the HIOC board is Kathy Verse, a deacon and Outreach Committee member at Flemington Presbyterian Church.

With the county having such a high average income, “people think that people in HC don’t have (financial) needs, but there’s a lot of needs,” she notes.

Typically, she explains, people who need financial assistance “are told to go to a church, and they go from place to place to place and get a little bit here, a little there.”

Such a way is really not good for them, or for the givers; “it needs to be more organized,” she says.

Churches in towns, such as Flemington, tend to get the most walk-in requests for aid. Those in rural areas generally get fewer requests. HIOC aims to get all the faith organizations in the county involved, even if they are in areas without lots of poverty.  Also on the HIOC board are the Rev. Mark Summer of Zion Lutheran Church in Oldwick and Deacon Paul Santella of St., Elizabeth Ann Seton Catholic Parish in Three Bridges.  Depending on the rules and customs of the various denominations, donations will be received for HIOC in several ways. 

At Calvary Episcopal, “we will have a special collection in the first quarter of 2012, I’m not sure exactly when yet,” says Rev. Mazujian.

At Flemington Presbyterian, details haven’t been worked out yet, but both the deacons and the Outreach Committee will probably be involved in fundraising, Verse reports. She notes that traditionally, deacons have focused “mainly on the needs of the congregation and members” of the church.

HIOC will try to aid all. Verse talked of the goal of getting every congregation in Hunterdon to participate.

“We are trying to get as many as we can involved in HIO, to help us raise the money and understand the need.”

While the emphasis right now is on winter heating, Mazujian notes that people require aid year-round.

“This is going to be needed throughout the year,” he says of the assistance.

Because it’s a local organization and its goal is pretty simple, it’s easier to get people to contribute because they know just where the money is going, he explains.

Verse says, “As we build our reputation, we probably could expand what we do” to more than just helping pay fuel and electric bills.

“There’s a lot of needs beyond what we’re doing now
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