
“My son returned from the Romero Center yesterday.  He spoke for 2 hours about his Urban Challenge experience.”  

 

“My daughter never had a personal conversation with a homeless person before.  Since she came back from Camden, she 

looks at life differently.  I hope this lasts.”  

 

“The high point for my son was when he had dinner in the home of one of the Spanish families from the Parish.”   

 

These are some of the comments we receive from parents whose sons or daughters come to The Romero Center for an 

Urban Challenge experience.  Scattered throughout this newsletter are quotes from the students themselves.  The mis-

sion of The Romero Center is to build ―bridges of understanding and awareness‖ through hands-on, personal, interactive 

service experiences – the very heart of inner transformation and renewal. 

 

My name is Larry DiPaul.  I was born and raised in West Philadelphia.  In July, I succeeded my friend, Pat Slater, as Di-

rector.  Pat, as you may know, is doing Peace and Justice ministry in the Diocese of Baton Rouge. I thank Fr. Mc Der-

mott for offering me the opportunity to share in the vital mission of St. Joseph’s Church.  The ministry of Peace and Jus-

tice blesses and challenges my life everyday.  The people who grace The Romero Center for our Peace and Justice pro-

grams and experiences enrich all of us.  Teresa Reyes and Frederick Pratt are Associate Directors here.  Michael Gian-

siracusa is our adjunct Peace and Justice Teacher.  You’ll get to read more about them a little later.   

 

As you know, program fees take care of about half of our expenses.  We try to keep our fees affordable for all.  In that 

light, we will send out a Direct Mail Campaign letter (and envelope) in December to try and make up the difference. 

 

This Newsletter is more story than narrative.  We thought you might enjoy hearing first-hand from the people who come 

to The Romero Center, or share in our mission. Of course, we will continue to include relevant information; Peace and 

Justice reflections from some of the Saints and writings of the Church; as well as upcoming events.  So, hopefully, you’ll 

find this reading uplifting, informative, and inspirational.  You know you’re always welcome here. 
 

         Peace, 

  

  

         Larry DiPaul  
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We plant seeds that one day will grow.  We water seeds already planted, knowing that they hold future promise.  We lay 

foundations that will need further development. We provide yeast that produces effects beyond our capabilities.  We can-

not do everything and there is a sense of liberation in realizing that. This enables us to do something and to do it very 

well.  It may be incomplete, but it is a beginning, a step along the way, an opportunity for God’s grace to enter and do 

the rest.  We may never see the end results, but that is the difference between the master builder and the worker.  We are 

workers, not master builders, ministers, not messiahs.  We are prophets of a future not our own.  —  Oscar Romero 

From The Director 

From Our Patron 



Meet the Staff 

Frederick C. Pratt was born in Paterson, New Jersey 

and grew up in neighboring Pompton Lakes and is the 

youngest of three children.   He graduated from Siena Col-

lege in 1997 with a B.S.W.  The Franciscan Friars of Holy 

Name Province who ministered at both his childhood par-

ish (St. Mary’s) and at Siena blessed Frederick with many 

cultural immersion service opportunities, including experi-

ences at the St. Francis Inn (Philadelphia, PA) Appalachia, 

Peru, Brazil and Bolivia.   

  

After graduation, Frederick worked at the Sloan School of 

Business at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  

After two years with M.I.T. he decided to return to full 

time social work with homeless men and women in New 

York City as a caseworker at St. Francis Church (31st 

Street).  Soon thereafter he found himself in graduate 

school in Washington, D.C. at both The Catholic Univer-

sity of America, where he did graduate studies in social 

work, and at The Washington Theological Union where he 

pursued studies in Pastoral Ministry.   

 

Frederick joined The Romero Center staff as the full-time 

Associate Director in August 2004.  He currently lives in 

Drexel Hill, PA. 

Teresa Reyes was born in Michoacan, Mexico and 

graduated as a Laboratory Technician from The Centro de 

Bachillerato Tecnico, Industrial y de Servicios (CBTyS) in 

Zamora, Michoacan, Mexico. She has been working part-

time for the Romero Center for five years and started full 

time this past January assisting with the programs. 

  

In recent months Teresa has been busy coordinating a cul-

tural dinner as a new addition to the Urban Challenge for-

mat.  This dinner brings students staying with the Romero 

Center  to the homes of St. Joseph’s parishioners for an  

evening of food and conversation before students return 

home.  Students and families find this an enriching experi-

ence that truly builds bridges of understanding. 

 

Teresa also teaches and practices some holistic health mo-

dalities in association with Camden Wellness and Well-

ness Workers, Inc. and is studying to become a full Reiki 

Master.  She is a Reiki practitioner and practices Indian 

head massage and reflexology. Teresa has been an active  

member of St. Joseph Pro-Cathedral for the last ten years 

serving on a variety of committees. She enjoys green 

apples, red roses and a good book on a rainy day.  
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Michael Giansiracusa was born and raised in Northeast Philadelphia.  He earned a B.A. in Communications from La-

Salle University and a  M.A. in Theology from Villanova University.  Following graduation, he served for two years 

leading urban immersion experiences near Portland, OR.  He has taught Theology at St. Mark’s High School in Wil-

mington, DE and Malvern Preparatory School.  Currently, he teaches Theology with an emphasis on Social Justice at 

Bishop Eustace Preparatory School.  Michael has served on the Romero Center Advisory Board for two years, has 

helped with the Urban Challenge program, and is happy to join the staff as the Adjunct Peace and Justice Instructor.  He 

volunteers regularly with Bishop Eustace students at St. Mary’s Episcopal Church with Bethesda Project.  He regards 

Howard Zinn, Dorothy Day and Edward Schillebeeckx as his major inspirations.  He enjoys engaging films and docu-

mentaries. Michael lives in Palmyra, NJ with his wife, Renee, and their son, Michael.     



 

Reflections 
 

 

Welcome Back Cotter 
 

Larry DiPaul and I spoke over the phone this summer, finalizing plans for Miami (of Ohio) Univer-

sity to make our fifth annual visit to The Romero Center in March. As Director of Catholic Campus 

Ministry, I organize a group of Miami students who spend their Spring Break experiencing the pov-

erty of Camden while reflecting on the role of Catholic Social Teaching.  Five years ago, I was one of 

those Miami students. 

 

During my Junior year, like all college students who spend their Spring Break at the Romero Center, 

I passed up the opportunity to make some extra bucks or cruise the Caribbean, for a week of service 

and challenge.  My days that first year were spent at the South Jersey Food Bank, organizing canned 

goods for area soup kitchens, and at St. Anthony’s Parish school, lending a hand to busy school 

teachers.  In the evenings, we listened to guest speakers, and shared with one another our thoughts 

from the day.  For me, the week led to new beliefs and a new understanding about our nation’s inner cities. 

 

When the Director of Campus Ministry position became available the next year, I applied for the job with the hope of 

returning to Camden and bringing students with me. Over the past two years, I’ve been able to do just that.  I am chal-

lenged and motivated by the Romero experience each year, and I enjoy being there with my students, as they experience 

Camden for the first time. In a few short months, I’ll be on the road again with a van of students, hoping to make a dif-

ference in Camden. I’m excited to see how the people of Camden and Philadelphia challenge my students to change and 

to grow. 

 
Chris Cotter 

Director of Catholic Campus Ministry 

Miami University of Ohio 
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Soul Food 
 

We all know that Camden is one of the poorest cities in the United States, so when I had to go to dinner at a total 

stranger’s house there I honestly didn’t know what to expect. I was going to be fed by a family who has lived in Camden 

nearly all of their life, and I wasn’t sure if it would be a good experience or the night would just drag on. As it turns out, 

it was the former, and the experience opened my eyes to consider Camden much differently than before. 

 

The host family could not have been nicer, accepting us with open arms and becoming engrossed in conversation right 

away. As the dinner progressed through the night, we began to discuss what it was like for them living here for so long, 

and why they haven’t considered moving away. It was amazing to hear their response. Basically, they said that they had 

lived in this city all of their lives, and they understand how poor it is. However, as strange as it may seem to us, it is 

home for them, and they do not want to abandon their roots just to live in some well-kept town. They also said that there 

is another side to Camden that very few people experience. It is the love of the town. Around every corner, there is some 

organization that is willing to lend a hand to less fortunate families and there are many people that do try to make it a 

better place. 

 

Overall, I learned a great deal from these wonderful people, and now I know more about the city and its inhabitants. This 

family was just one example of how stereotypes that we have are wrong; not all people from Camden are what we think, 

and if we open our minds and our hearts to them, we can learn a great deal. 

 
A.J. Donatoni 
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When George Ryan ran for governor of Illinois in 1998, he brought to the gubernatorial race impeccable cre-

dentials as a Midwestern conservative. A Republican pharmacist from Kankakee, he joined the Illinois legisla-

ture in 1970 as a law and order candidate. Later, he could boast, "I supported the death penalty, I believe in the 

death penalty, I voted for the death penalty." 

During his tenure as governor, Ryan oversaw one execution, but the experience triggered a flood of moral an-

guish. A study released after the execution revealed that one-third of the 285 capital convictions in Illinois 

since reinstating the death penalty were reversed because of fundamental error. No fewer than 13 men were 

completely exonerated. In January 2003, shortly before he left office, Governor George Ryan issued a blanket 

commutation that saved 156 inmates from execution, because he was convinced that capital punishment could 

not be justly administered. Confronted by the facts, George Ryan stretched his thinking to embrace a greater, 

and more consistent, life ethic. 

In this election year 2004, many Catholics feel no one candidate reflects fully the social teachings of the 

church. No candidate appears to have stretched his thinking to adequately include the life issues that range 

from abortion to cloning, from fair trade to a living wage, from poverty to war. The U.S. Catholic bishops in 

their document, "Faithful Citizenship: A Catholic Call to Political Responsibility," highlight our moral priori-

ties. The church must protect human life, promote family life, pursue social justice and practice global solidar-

ity. Unfortunately, politics pivots around ideology rather than principle. Presidential candidates bow to special 

interests, big contributors and assorted political realities. So, how can a Catholic choose a presidential candi-

date? 

Some voters emphasize abortion to the exclusion of other political considerations. While the right to life stands 

as a primary human right, getting the child born does not finish our moral, economic and political responsibili-

ties to defend life. Indeed, the bishops proclaim a consistent life ethic. Human life is also assailed by hunger, 

poverty, violence, the death penalty and modern warfare. The bishops write, "A political commitment to a sin-

gle isolated aspect of the Church’s social doctrine does not exhaust one’s responsibility towards the common 

good." A single-issue voter trivializes the complexity of the life process. 

At the heart of political decision making stands the common good. That common good, constrained by politi-

cal realities, consists of the moral values necessary to achieve a just society. The bishops ask, "What kind of 

nation do we want to be? What kind of world do we want to shape?" Presidential candidates project that vi-

sion. Sometimes voters get half a loaf; sometimes only a slice must suffice. 

The example of George Ryan could prove instructive. People of faith might vote for the candidate most open 

to life issues. Which candidate might stretch his thinking to embrace a greater, and more consistent, life ethic? 

Who possesses enough integrity to admit mistakes, apologize, change and show genuine compassion? 

Since a president appoints key administrators, who will select people respectful of the immigrant, the working 

poor, the most vulnerable in society? Who will hold corporations responsible for the care of creation and the 

rights of workers? Who has the vision to alleviate global poverty by fair trade and challenge terrorism through 

international law and collaboration among nations? — Fr. John S. Rausch 

Choosing a Presidential Candidate 

We need "a new kind of politics—focused on moral principles, not on the latest polls, on the needs of the poor and 

vulnerable, not the contributions of the rich and powerful, and on the pursuit of the common good, not the de-

mands of special interests."  Faithful Citizenship: A Catholic Call to Political Responsibility. 
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Part I - Fear 
 

In 1992, Time published an article on Camden titled "The Other America: Who Could Live Here?" (January 

20, 1992) It describes the small city of less than 90,000 as a city of "sorrow, danger, stench and dilapidation." 

It is a city with more than 200 liquor stores and bars, yet without a movie theatre, supermarket, or community 

youth center. Crime, drugs, and gangs continue to victimize the city, where 50 percent of the population is un-

der 21 and 46 percent of the residents live below the poverty line. 

 

"Open-air" drug markets are prevalent in abandoned homes just blocks from our St. Anthony 

Church and School. Drug dealers often employ 7- and 8-year-old children who can earn up to 

$50 a day being "watchers" as they ride their bicycles on the lookout for police. The article 

goes on to say that: "Many American cities have sinkholes that are just as run-down, burned 

out, crime ridden and drug infested. The difference is that this describes all of Camden, not 

just part of it." 

 

To this day, Camden continues to be not only the poorest city in the state but also the second 

poorest city in the United States. Once in a while, a vestige of hope appears, only to be sucked 

away due to broken promises or corrupt politicians. More than 10 years ago, the city promised 

a revival for the city with the redevelopment of the Camden Waterfront, including the N.J. 

State Aquarium, an outdoor concert arena, a minor league baseball stadium, and the battleship 

New Jersey 

. 

While this strip of waterfront prime real estate looks nice and attracts many tourists, the rest of Camden re-

mains in blight. We’re still waiting for this promised renaissance.  In fact, when big-name musicians of the 

likes of Sting, Phil Collins and Britney Spears play concerts at the Camden Tweeter Center, they always begin 

their concerts by shouting, "Hello, Philadelphia!‖ 

 

Perhaps they are ignorant of the fact that they are making their millions by singing their songs on Camden soil, 

or are they told by their promoters to say Philadelphia, because it sounds better and will bring in more money?  

Even Time concedes the fact of the "disturbing possibility that Camden’s waterfront may become a daylight 

colony of suburbanites surrounded by a sea of urban decay." It’s not just a possibility. It’s a reality.  

 

And so Camden has changed very little since the Time article was published in 1992. In fact, 

murders are on the increase in the last three to five years. Just a few months ago, a man was 

shot to death over an argument at a pick-up basketball game.  For many residents of Camden, 

they do not live in fear of a new terrorist attack, or question where their food or clothing are 

grown or manufactured. Their true fear is in keeping their children safe and putting food on 

the table each week.  

 
Todd Carpenter, ofm 

Pastor, St. Anthony of Padua Parish,   Camden, NJ  

 

Parts II & III, of Camden, NJ City of Fear and Hope, will be published in the next Newsletter 
 

 

Camden, N.J.  

City of Fear and Hope  
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I remember when Sister Mary Claire Kennedy mentioned to me that Helen Prejean, CSJ, was coming to Erie. Prior to 

working for the SSJs, I couldn't have told you that Helen Prejean was the Sister from Louisiana who worked with death 

row inmates and who wrote the book, "Dead Man Walking" that ultimately became a major motion picture. I had heard 

that Sister Helen was an incredible woman and dynamic speaker and was eager to see and hear her myself.  I must admit 

I was a little star struck with Sister Helen and her "celebrity status.‖  After all, she is friends with Timothy Robbins, 

Susan Sarandon and Sean Penn.  I believe I was meant to hear and meet Helen Prejean that night. Sister Helen captivated 

me.  I listened intently as she relayed her personal experiences of working with death row inmates and victims' families. 

There was something about her - her voice, her southern drawl and mannerisms, and her personality that drew me to her 

every word. She was so real. The more I listened to her, the less I was intrigued by her "celebrity status" and the more I 

heard her message. Her knowledge and eloquence opened my mind and her passion and conviction opened my heart. 

Prior to hearing her, I wasn't sure where I stood on the death penalty issue.  Although I didn't believe capital punishment 

was right, I often felt torn by the pain the victims' families endured and their need for justice. After listening to Sister 

Helen, I came to a much clearer understanding of the issue. It finally made sense. 

I introduced myself and handed her my card.  At that moment, something happened. She held out her hand to mine and, 

for a brief moment that seemed to last for minutes, she took my hand and looked me in the eyes. What happened at that 

moment has changed me, touched me in a way I never experienced. I believe that I had a spiritual experience that eve-

ning. I have never felt such strong spirituality from someone before.  The next day, Sister Helen came to the Community  

Center. I was there to take photographs and was pleasantly surprised when I was asked to join a group having lunch with 

her. Once again, I found myself in awe of this woman and captivated by the powerful words she spoke. I re-watched the 

movie Dead Man Walking with a different perspective. I poured myself into Sister Helen's book. I was sad when I fin-

ished it. I felt like I became Sister Helen's friend.  I watched a video of her speech at the Call to Action Conference in 

Milwaukee in November, 2000.  I couldn't get enough of Helen Prejean and her message. I then read ―Forgiving the 

Dead Man Walking‖, by Debbie Morris who, along with her boyfriend, were victims of Robert Willey, the first death 

row inmate that Helen Prejean befriended.  

Debbie's story was very powerful as she journeyed a difficult path to come to the freedom of forgiveness. It was clear 

that meeting Sister Helen had a tremendous impact on Debbie.  She states in the last line of her book, "Justice didn't do a 

thing to heal me. Forgiveness did." What a powerful message. After meeting Sister Helen, I understood what the SSJ 

charism in action means. Sister Helen lives the charism in how she works with both inmates -- to help them reach a point 

of reconciliation -- and victims and their families to reach a point of forgiveness. We hear the question, "What would 

Jesus do?‖  If Jesus were here today, is there any doubt he would embrace the convicted person as much as the victim? 

Not in my mind.  The Sisters of St. Joseph are always moving toward the more.  For Sister Helen, her work on behalf of 

the Moratorium Campaign against the death penalty is a constant "moving toward the more" effort. Helen Prejean is a 

powerful example to us all. I am so grateful that the path of my spiritual journey has crossed, if ever so briefly, the path 

of Helen Prejean. She has helped to illuminate my way and open my eyes and my heart to the powerful message she car-

ries. She will never know the impact she has had on me, and maybe it doesn't matter - as long as I got the message. I did. 

Stephanie Pompeani 

Associate of the Sisters of St. Joseph of Northwestern Pennsylvania 

A Sister Helen Prejean Story 

EðMail from a Parent  (Name changed to protect confidentiality) 

―One of the defining moments of ―Ted’s‖ Urban Challenge experience at the Romero Center was when the 

scales of racism fell from the eyes of one of his classmates, and the boy became very emotional over the depth 

of that sin.  The boy called himself a ―jerk‖, and recognized that his views were fashioned solely by what he 

had heard at home.  He personally had never truly inter-acted with African Americans before that weekend‖. 
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The Fifth Annual Romero Lecture: A Series in Faith and Justice 
 

Sr. Helen Prejean, CSJ 
 

Friday, March 18, 2005 

     Rutgers-Camden 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Noon             2:00pm Screening: Dead Man Walking 

2:30  3:30pm Workshops and Panel 1 

4:00  5:00pm Workshops and Panel 2 

5:30  6:30pm Romero Center Awards 

7:00  8:00pm Sister Helen Prejean 

Tentative Schedule 

REGISTRATION INFORMATION WILL BE AVAILABLE IN OUR FEBRUARY NEWSLETTER AND ON 

www.romero-center.org 

We urge all people of good will, particularly Catholics, to work to end capital punishment…We ask 

pastors to preach and teachers to teach about respect for all life and about the need to end the death 

penalty…We must commit ourselves to a persistent and principled witness against the death penalty, 

against a culture of death, and for the Gospel of life. 
        United States Catholic Bishops 

Henri Nouwen, the Dutch priest, writer, and professor wrote in Reaching Out  that the term ―hospitality...is a fundamen-

tal attitude toward our fellow human being which can be expressed in a great variety of ways.‖  Late in September we 

invited strangers, students from Malvern Preparatory School into our home for an evening of food and conversation.  We 

participated in an outreach program sponsored by the Romero Center in Camden.  For two and a half hours, four students 

and four adults just chatted about life — school, sports, family and music.  The students ate heartily, and we, the adults 

listened intently.  The time passed quickly.  During the week a card, written by the students, AJ, Brett, Tom and Colman, 

was  delivered to our mailbox.  A part of the note read, ―The food was very good, and we had a great time talking with 

you about everything in life.‖ 

 

Nouwen, the man who walked the halls of Yale and Notre Dame, never felt welcomed by a group until he was invited to 

live at L’Arche, a home in Trosly, France for the mentally handicapped.  There he was accepted.  He wrote ―And I was 

loved, not because of what I was doing, but because of who I was.‖ O hospitality! 

 
George and Alice Gerst 

Camden, NJ 

Table Talk 
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March 24, 2005: The 25th Anniversary of the murder of Oscar Romero   
 

An investigation by the United Nation’s Truth Commission in 1992 concluded that graduates 

of the School of the Americas and others were ―actively involved in planning and carrying 

out Romero’s assassination.‖ 

  

For over a decade, social justice groups gather every November at the gates of Fort Benning 

in Columbus, GA to speak out in solidarity with the people of the Americas and to engage in 

nonviolent direct action. They will assemble again this year on Friday, November 19th 

through Sunday, November 21st to continue together in the struggle until the School of the 

Americas is closed and the policies it represents are changed forever! 

CLOSE THE SOA! NOVEMBER 19-21, 2004 
 

Come Together at Fort Benning, GA 

 
Together We Will Shut Down the SOA and Create the World We Know is Possible 

 
For more information visit: www.soaw.org 


