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Churches Improving Communities (CIC) is a non-profit community development corporation that pools the 
resources of faith communities – including volunteers, money, and professional expertise – to transform 
lives through creating and supporting effective social justice and community service programming in central 
New Jersey. CIC is the umbrella organization for programs that serve diverse communities with different 
strengths and needs, alongside volunteers and organizations with unique interests, skills, and convictions. As 
the umbrella, CIC provides its programs with administrative support and oversight for finance, grants and 
funding, compliance, human resources and policies, insurance, and overall cohesion of the organization. CIC 
and its Board of Directors also assists with fundraising, new program development, and overall development 
of the organization. 

Dear Friends, 

As we come out of another year together of pandemic and social upheaval, I am so thankful for local 
communities that hold each other up and see each other through difficult times. This year, CIC – thanks to 
its staff, clients, volunteers, and partners – remained a steady presence for many individuals and families 
going through personal and communal challenges. While small, CIC remains dedicated to responding to the 
changing needs and dynamics in the community, and leveraging resources to come up with creative, local 
solutions to ever-changing problems.  

Jimmy Carter famously wrote, “My faith demands that I do whatever I can, wherever I am, whenever I can, 
for as long as I can with whatever I have to try to make a difference.” I am incredibly proud of the work that 
CIC has accomplished in 2021 by doing what we can with what we have to improve the lives of people in 
central New Jersey. 

Carrie Dirks 

Carrie Dirks 
Executive Director 

2



CIC Annual Report 2021 

Online at: www.NeighborCorpsRe-Entry.org 
Contact: Austin.NCRS@ImprovingNJ.org 

NeighborCorps Re-Entry Services works to lower the rate of recidivism in New Jersey by providing free, 
supportive services to returning citizens. We work with individuals who are currently incarcerated—or who 
have previously been incarcerated—in Middlesex County Adult Correctional Center and help them transition 
back into the community. The NeighborCorps staff and our volunteers provide guidance and support to 
participants and their supportive family members, connecting them to resources as they strive to reach their 
post-release goals, including (but not limited to) gainful employment, housing, substance treatment and/or 
mental health counseling, and regaining the trust of others through honest communication and 
accountability. 

In addition to directly serving the returning citizens of Middlesex County, NeighborCorps is also involved in 
social justice and criminal justice advocacy efforts and works to create strong relationships with individuals 
and organizations whose work focuses on re-entry and/or the myriad of public health issues that intersect 
with re-entry. 

2021 Program Accomplishments 
In 2021, NeighborCorps provided support to seventy (70) Participants in 2021. 

• 74% identified as male, 26% as female.
• 46% identified as Black, 44% as white, and 6% as Latinx.
• 64% self-reported substance use/abuse (either in their past or currently).*
• 64% self-reported a mental health component (either professionally diagnosed or suspected).*

*Note: The true percentages for these bullet points are likely a bit higher than those listed. Embarrassment, desire to
try to paint oneself in the best light possible, concern about “getting in trouble,” etc. often cause Participants not to be
forthcoming about substance use. Likewise, the stigma surrounding mental illness prevents some Participants from
reporting their mental health component as well as from seeking mental healthcare in the first place.

Examples of issues staff worked on with clients: 
• Substance use disorder treatment
• Mental healthcare
• Housing
• Employment
• Obtaining benefits from social services
• Anger management
• Learning to live with people from different backgrounds
• Advocating with judges, public defenders, parole and probation officers
• Obtaining birth certificates, IDs, and social security cards
• Food insecurity
• Tenant conflict resolution
• Assisting with transportation to appointments
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Partners 
NeighborCorps is grateful for important program partners and collaborators who helped serve our clients in 
2020 through donations of funds and goods such as computers, backpacks, toiletries, resume and job help, 
programming, and much more. 

• Office of Reentry, Trenton
• Graceway Presbyterian Church
• Scars to Stars
• First United Methodist Church of Westfield
• Roots to Recovery
• REFORM Alliance
• Trenton Chapter of the Campaign to End the New

Jim Crow
• Omega Phi Alpha
• Middlesex College Center for Justice-Impacted

Students
• Anshe Emeth Memorial Temple

• RCHP Affordable Housing Corporation
• Church Based Mental Health Services
• Unitarian Society (East Brunswick)
• American Reentry Initiative
• Ethnos Church New Brunswick
• Rutgers UBHC PATH program
• Elijah’s Promise
• South Amboy Health Center
• Nassau Presbyterian Church
• Middlesex County Adult Correction Center’s

Department of Social Services

Events & Activities 
• Presentation for the Trenton Chapter of the Campaign to End the New Jim Crow
• Presentation at First United Methodist Church in Westfield, followed by a backpack and toiletry

drive by the church
• Presentation at Graceway Presbyterian Church, followed by a backpack and toiletry drive by the

church
• Toiletry and winter clothes drive by the Middlesex College Center for Justice-Impacted Students
• Holiday party for the “kids of NeighborCorps,” co-hosted by the Omega Phi Alpha sorority
• Rutgers University Behavioral Health Care—“Next Second Chance” Behavioral Health and Criminal

Justice web conference
• CBMHS—Mental Health Emergency Training—virtual
• Council of State Governments Justice Center—“Taking the Call”—A National Conference Exploring

Innovative Community Responder Models—virtual
• “Presentation Skills Basics: Moving Them from Their Point A to Your Point B,” online training,

Support Center for Non-Profit Management
• Fair Share Housing—Fair Chance Housing Act—virtual press conference and webinar
• “Bystander Intervention Training,” virtual training facilitated by the NJ Division on Civil Rights
• Intersection of Substance Use and Housing—webinar
• “Cross-Systems Collaboration,” online training, CUCS Academy
• “Criminal Justice Reform Conference,” virtual conference hosted by the NJ Human Relations

Council

Client highlights included: 
• MN was interviewed by Rabbi Bazeley of Anshe Emeth Memorial Temple as part of AEMT’s

advocacy for the Fair Chance Housing Act
• JC moved into his own apartment in the fall
• KD began working in the fall and opened his first-ever checking account
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• JB began working in the fall and opened an online bank account
• JW got married in the late spring
• CG started his junior year at Rutgers Newark
• CG started working at UPS at the end of the year
• JB was accepted into Recovery Court in lieu of a state prison sentence
• AD and his fiancé had a baby boy
• AD was released from jail after the charges against him were dropped and he was finally able to

meet his new son. (He had been sitting in jail waiting for his case to proceed for nine months.)
• JF was sentenced to probation instead of time in prison
• JW got his state ID
• LJ got her birth certificate
• WR got his birth certificate

Online at: www.NJCommunityMentalHealth.org 
Contact: CBMHS@ImprovingNJ.org 

Church Based Mental Health Services Provides free and low-cost professional mental health consulting, 
intakes, referrals, and services to low income individuals in central New Jersey.  

CBMHS Programs 2021-2022 
• Warmline

* Provided the intake and referral “warm-line” available five days/week, during business hours for
individuals, couples and families interested in counseling and therapy.

* Clinical intakes conducted by MSW interns and referrals made to psychotherapy and other
community resources (domestic violence, dementia support, etc) as needed.

* Intakes and referrals provided in English & Spanish.

* SWAP consultation & referrals
* Worked with Still Waters Anti-Trafficking Program staff to connect clients to trauma focused

therapists with appropriate language ability in the community.
* Provided therapy services at RCHP via the CBMHS clinic when indicated
* Provided documentation to SWAP client lawyers regarding client participation in therapy

* Support Group Development, Intakes & Referrals
* Provided program development support and clinical intakes for sexual assault and sexual abuse

support group: Standing Strong Together (currently running in 2022)
* Worked with Jess Munger and Terrance Horyn to provide clinical intakes and referrals for group

members seeking individual therapy in the community

* CBMHS Clinical Services
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* Provided weekly and bi-weekly psychotherapy and counseling to individuals referred by RCHP
programming or via warmline on a no-fee basis (Years prior to 2020 included some sliding scale or
donations made to the church)

* Service provided in English and Spanish

* Clinical Supervision
* Provided clinical and task supervision and training (2 hrs/week) in both English and Spanish on a

weekly basis for RU MSW externs conducting intakes on the warmline and providing weekly
therapy to CBMHS clients.

* Consultation and Training
* Provided consultation to CIC staff and staff of other partner programs on mental health and

trauma as requested
* Provided training on specific mental health topic areas to CIC and other staff (e.g. suicide

prevention and intervention, trauma informed services, etc.)

* Partner Churches - Consultation & Referrals
* Connected with pastors and/or staff at CBMHS partner churches in Ocean, Monmouth, Middlesex

& Somerset counties. Provided consultation and/or spoke with church community members to
provide intake, referral or community-based resources for a mental health issue or need.

Online at: www.direteam.org 
Contact: DIRESupport@ImprovingNJ.org 

Deportation and Immigration Response Equipo (DIRE) has provided support and services to immigrants 
since January 2017 when rapid changes in American attitude, policy, and practice at federal and local 
levels began to have serious negative consequences for individuals, families, and communities.   

DIRE Support Services provides wrap-around and referral services for any immigrant with a 
detention/deportation issue in the state of NJ who calls our hotline, 1-888-DIRE-SOS. These services 
include connecting people with legal services, social services, and supportive community volunteers who 
assist both the detained individual and their families. 

Funding  
CIC is grateful to be generously supported by United Way of New Jersey. 

Staff 
DIRE Support Services is headed by Program Director, Sandra Aguirre. 
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2021 Program Highlights 
In 2021, DIRE Support Services continued to respond to the needs of the undocumented community, 
exacerbated by the pandemic, and provided the following services in central NJ. 

• Food distribution to families – 246 food packages delivered
• PPE (facemasks) and DIRE literature distribution to 234 families
• Once-weekly hot meal distribution to 50 families – 1320 total meals delivered
• Raised and over $75,000 in direct client assistance gift cards for the undocumented community
• Partnered to coordinate and distribute $2.4 million in pandemic relief gift cards for the

undocumented community from the NJ Pandemic Relief Fund
• Weekly DIRE Staff Meetings

Monthly DIRE community meetings
• Managed the DIRE hotline:

o Total Families Served:  188
o Total Unique-Situation Hotline Calls: 78
o Phone calls received through our hotline: 257
o Total Children receiving direct positive support: 233

• Partnering with Church Based Mental Health Services for Spanish language mental health support
and counseling for clients

Partnerships 
DIRE is thankful for its many partnerships including: 

• United Way of Central New Jersey
• Faith in New Jersey
• Legal Services of New Jersey
• Trans Asylum Seeker Support Network (TASSN)
• Central Jersey DSA Mutual Aid
• New Labor, Lazos de America
• Highland Park Minyan Tzedakah Collective
• The Philippine Nurses Association of NJ Somerset Sub Chapter
• The Unitarian Society
• Windows of Understanding
• Monroe Township School District
• El Centro Hispanoamericano
• Rutgers University Undocu-Rutgers
• Make the Road NJ
• Rutgers School of Law
• Proyecto Esperanza
• Family Support Organization Of Middlesex County
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• American Friends Service Committee
• Visiting Nurse Association Health Group
• Feed My Lambs
• Mil Sonrisas (A Thousand Smiles)
• Casa Freehold
• Ethnos Church, New Brunswick

Volunteers 
DIRE Support Services is thankful for the 42 volunteers who contributed to the success of its programming 
in 2020 including 4 hotline volunteers who continually answer our 800 number and respond to people in 
crisis. In addition, DIRE would like to specifically thank the 6 people who regularly distributed hot meals 
throughout the summer and part of the fall. For our twice monthly non-perishable food distribution, 22 
volunteers assist an average of four hours each month. To enroll clients in the NJ Pandemic Relief Fund 
applications, over 20 people helped fill out forms and explained to the recipients how to use the gift cards. 

Online at: www.direlegal.org 
Contact: DIRELegal@ImprovingNJ.org 

DIRE (Deportation and Immigration Response Equipo) Legal Services provides very low-cost legal services 
for immigration cases as well as referrals to other pro bono and low-cost immigration lawyers, focusing on 
the following: 

• Unaccompanied Minors who referred by Accompany Now, a program of the Reformed Church
of Highland Park Affordable Housing Corporation. Accompany Now provides post-release
services to juveniles who have crossed the US border without a parent or guardian or who
have become separated from their parent/guardian.

• Asylum seekers from the immigrant community at large.
2021 Program Highlights 
DIRE Legal opened two new offices in 2021. One in South River and the other in Vineland. As a result of 
these two new offices, we have been able to serve additional clients largely from these two communities. 
In Vineland, the immigrant populations comprise of mainly Haitian Immigrants. In South River, the clients 
are mainly from Mexico. 

DIRE Legal provided legal services for 34 individual clients and 6 family cases in following immigration 
categories: 

i. U Visa (victims of crime) applications.
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ii. Special Immigrant Juvenile (SIJ) visa applications.
iii. DACA (Deferred Action).
iv. Family-based petitions.
v. Asylum applicants.

vi. Humanitarian Visa applications.
vii. Central American Minors Program.

viii. General admissibility and adjustment of status matters.
ix. Victim of trafficking applicants.

The following is a representative list of the 135 consultations provided in 2021, which primarily  involved 
general admissibility and adjustment of status issues: 

• Provided extensive in-office consultations to Afghan clients arriving to the US after the collapse of
Afghanistan.

• Gave legal advice to immigrants in our target area facing diverse legal problems on how to avoid
being placed in removal proceedings.

• Continued to work on asylum application for a Guatemalan human rights and political activist. The
potential client was harassed by Guatemalan authorities due to her human and political rights
work.

• Provided consultation for potential SIJ applicants. The clients comprise of nationals from mainly
Ecuador, Guatemala & Honduras who seek to adjust status under the SIJ program.

• Provided office and telephone consultation to Accompany Now clients (unaccompanied minors)
from Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras & Mexico.

• Provided in-office and telephone consultations for various general adjustment of status applicants.
• Provided in-office and telephone consultations for potential asylum applicants.
• Provided consultation for potential Central American Minor program applicants from Guatemala.

The applicants are asylum applicants in the United States who seek to bring their children to
United States.

Staff & Volunteers 
DIRE Legal Services is headed by attorney Evelyn Latse. A dedicated team of volunteers works tirelessly on 
DIRE Legal Services including Ellen Whitt, Joel Wattacheril, and Seth Kaper-Dale. A weekly program 
meeting brings together staff and volunteers from DIRE Legal and partner programs. 

Online at: www.NJIC3.org 
Contact: NJIC@ImprovingNJ.org 
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NJIC3 seeks to address the spiritual, emotional, social, and practical needs of those dealing with cancer, 
using tools drawn from the areas of contemplation, collaboration, and care. It responds to the complexity 
of cancer in families and communities through individual, congregational, and systemic engagement, 
support, and advocacy.  

2021 Program Highlights 
In 2021, The NJ Congregational Center for Cancer Care changed its name to the NJ Interfaith Center for 
Cancer Care (NJIC3) to better reflect the intentionality of the interfaith mission of this program. In the 
midst of this change, and in the continued realities of the pandemic, NJIC3 provided the following services 
and programs: 

● Connected with 9 individuals affected by cancer personally or facing the loss of a loved one to
cancer

○ Varying levels of regularity
○ Nature of contact varied from sending prayer cards, phone calls, connecting individuals

to support groups and volunteers, helping with food delivery and transportation, making
medical appointments, and offering emotional support

● 5 high school students completed the four-week Youth Cancer Care Ambassadors program
● Took on two internships with a student from Rutgers and one from Chamberlain (the latter

started work with NJIC3 in January 2022)
● Engaged 12 volunteers in various activities, from meal preparation and visiting with individuals,

engagement in advocacy events, fundraisers, and the creation of publicity for NJIC3 events
● Events hosted/participated in: weekly prayer meetings, weekly book group meetings, Youth

Cancer Care Ambassadors closing ceremony, formed group for "Making Strides Against Breast
Cancer" sponsored walk, hosted an advocacy workshop

● Types of issues: education, fundraising, contemplation and learning from individual stories,
prayer, engaging with lawmakers and advocating for policy changes related to cancer issues.

Program Highlights: 
● Ran NJIC3’s first in-person Youth Cancer Care Ambassadors program over the summer with

educational sessions led by four specialists in various fields related to cancer care and four
members of clergy from different local faith communities. The program culminated in a closing
ceremony where high school students showcased what they had learned and how they planned
to turn the experience into community actions

● Developed social media calendars and posted regular content related to areas of care,
contemplation, collaboration through Instagram and Facebook

● Continued to send regular newsletters with program updates and information about NJIC3 to
mailing list

● Creation of new Community Outreach Coordinator role (Austin Morreale) with the intent of
concentrating on building community partnerships and coordinating events that reflect
NJIC3's interfaith/cancer care mission

● Continued development of NJIC3 website, with the addition of features such as an events calendar
and NJIC3 blog
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● Continued learning and growth around care activities through regular contact with individuals

needing support
○ Creation of care resource guide to be used internally and shared with faith communities as

needed
● Regular interfaith prayer meetings centered around contemplation from different faith perspectives

and praying for those affected by cancer
● First book group series reading When Breath Becomes Air by Paul Kalanithi (second was reading The

Bright Hour by Nina Riggs)

Partnerships/collaboration: 
● Faith communities: First United Methodist of Westfield, Masjid-e-Ali Mosque in Franklin, Unitarian

Society of East Brunswick, First Presbyterian of Metuchen, Anshe Emeth Temple, St Mary's Coptic
Church, Muslim Center of Middlesex County, Christ Church New Brunswick, Ethnos Church, New
Brunswick Theological Seminary,

● Rutgers Cancer Institute - cancer education, planning for screenings, connection with Cancer
Navigators

● Working with Senator Diegnan's office on possibility of funding for screenings in faith community
locations in collaboration with NJCEED and Office for Faith Based and Community Initiatives

● Connected with Elijah's Promise soup kitchen
● Referrals taken for care recipients from Rutgers PATH program
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Gift Catalog 
Online at: ImprovingNJ.org/Gift 

CIC’s online Gift Catalog is a convenient and easy way to purchase gift donations in honor of friends or 
family members who care about giving back! Shop now at ImprovingNJ.org/gift and choose from several 
beautiful honor cards to print out and give. All proceeds benefit the CIC program of your choice. Please 
share with others who want to make a difference in the lives of people in central New Jersey through their 
gifts!  

Your Idea 
CIC is always on the lookout for ways to assist congregations of any faith tradition and community groups to 
engage and serve their communities! We welcome your input and ideas – please email or call if you have an 
idea, a dream, or a question. We are here to help move your ideas forward in ways that make sense for your 
congregation. If you’d like to start a conversation, please contact us at CIC@ImprovingNJ.org.   
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Income is generated through grants, individual 
donations, and congregational donations. We also 
rely on a sizable yearly rollover in income due to 
the funding cycles of some grants, which is why 
our income is lower than our expenses for 2021. 
In 2021, despite the economic downturn and the 
continuing pandemic, CIC received $213,470 in 
total income, including individual donations for 
program functioning and for direct emergency 
relief for NJ residents. Over $68,400 was donated 
by individuals and congregations – over 32% of 
CIC’s budget is directly funded by the 
community.  

Finances – Programs & Administrative 

Churches Improving Communities operates as the non-profit umbrella organization for NeighborCorps Re-
Entry Services, Church-Based Mental Health Services, DIRE, NJ Congregational Center for Cancer Care, and 
CALTR-Faith in Action. CIC resources such as bookkeeping, grant writing, administrative oversight and others 
are shared among the programs. Similarly, CIC expenses are also shared including insurance costs and a 
portion of the CIC Executive Director salary.   

Programmatic budgets reside under CIC but are managed separately by the program steering committees 
who conduct their own fundraising and are responsible for programmatic expenses. Programs are 
structured to maximize each budget dollar. Because faith community buildings donate space for CIC 
program offices, there is very little program overhead. Very modest program budgets fund the staff 
providing services, as well as money for direct client assistance. Because of the volunteer focus of each 
program, CIC programs are able to leverage a tremendous amount of value from their small budgets.  

Combined expanse budgets for all CIC programs in 
2021 totaled approximately $242,860, while the CIC 
administrative budget was $35,820, meaning that 
only 14% of the total agency budget is 
administrative (which includes program insurance 
costs). Based on the amount of volunteer 
engagement value of over 1600 volunteer hours 
valued at $48,000 for the year and other leveraged 
resources, we estimate that CIC programs almost 
double each dollar of investment into communities 
– a value of approximately $500,000 invested in
central NJ communities in 2021.
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Please Help Support Our Work 

It is the Churches Improving Communities’ mission to assist congregations to develop and expand justice and 
mercy service projects in their communities. We do this by pooling skills and expertise to leverage funding, 
volunteers and community support. To this end, we are committed to using our resources wisely and 
effectively, and CIC accomplishes much with very lean operational practices and programmatic budgets. 
Churches Improving Communities is funded solely through foundation grants, and individual, faith community, 
and corporate donations. We count on your support to positively impact the lives of people in need in our 
communities. 

Please donate today to help us continue this important work in 2021. 

Classis New Brunswick Community Development Corporation doing business as Churches Improving 
Communities is a non-profit 501(c)3 organization. Your contribution is tax deductible. 

Donations by Check 
Please make checks payable to CIC and mail to: 

19 S. 2nd Avenue, Highland Park, NJ 08904 

Donations by Credit Card 
Donations can also be made via credit card or PayPal on our website, ImprovingNJ.org. 

Board of Trustees & Staff 

Please visit the CIC website to view a current list of Board members and Staff. Prepare to be inspired. 
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