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An Inspiring Call to Action from Pastor Francois
at the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Day
Observance, Volunteer Fair, and Luminary
Lighting

This year’s observance featured the inspiring speaker Pastor Willie
Dwayne Francois III, Senior Pastor of Fountain Baptist Church in
Summit, NJ, President of the Black Church Center for Justice and
Equality, and author of Silencing White Noise: Six Practices to
Overcome Our Inaction on Race. The program also included moving
and talented performances by CHS Special Dance group and CHS
Chorus, music from the Greg Bufford School of Music, readings
from interfaith leaders, and a pageant of children shining the light
of peace with decorated luminaries. The observance was followed
by the Volunteer Fair and a community Luminary Lighting opened
by the Meadowland Conservancy. To see the full program and
hear Pastor Francois’ passionate call to action, click here. 

Black History Month

Coming to Jersey: Black Families Share Their Stories 
February 11, 1 – 4 pm
The Woodland Parlor, 64 Woodland Rd. Maplewood  
Black residents of SOMA (South Orange and Maplewood) will share
stories about how their families ended up in New Jersey and how
and why they personally came here. The program will include family
origins, photos, storytelling, and conversation with attendees. RSVP
for the event here. The program will be followed by a reception at
3 pm at Durand-Hedden House, 523 Ridgewood Rd, Maplewood.
Everyone is welcome to learn more about the diversity of
experiences among Black families.

Black Maternal Health Issues 
Screening of the “Birthing Justice” Documentary
February 29, 7-10 pm
SOPAC Loft, 1 SOPAC Way, South Orange 
This free screening launches a program on Black Maternal Health
that will highlight the major racial disparities in deaths,
complications, and treatment for Black mothers when compared to
white mothers. This documentary provides the foundation for
forums in March and April that will consider the impact of racism on
health, including biased care practices within clinical care,
discriminatory hospital policies, and policy solutions and advocacy
measures that support reform. Seating is limited. RSVP here. 

New Trustees Join the Coalition Board in 2024 
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This January, the Coalition’s board of trustees welcomed three new
members: Elizabeth Baker, Melanie Girton, and Darren Vengroff.
Elizabeth Baker served on the SOMSD Board of Education and her
professional role now is as Director at SEIU Local 32BJ representing
service workers. Melanie Girton is a corporate lawyer with many
years of experience working with developing for-profit and not-for-
profit entities. Darren Vengroff is a computer scientist with
substantial experience in data engineering and data science. He has
been a volunteer on the Coalition’s demographic research
committee for which he gathered U.S. Census data, analyzed it, and
produced maps for the committee’s annual report.

We Are Hiring! 

Program Coordinator  
We are looking for a Program Coordinator who shares our passion
for building a truly inclusive community. The Program Coordinator
will work with the Program Director and the Executive Director on
coordinating programs, volunteerism, projects, and activities aimed
at promoting racial diversity, equity, and inclusion in SOMA. This is a
part-time position: 20 hours per week that include some regular
weeknight meetings and occasional weekends for special events.
See position details and application process here. 

Digital Marketing Strategist 
We are looking for a part-time, results-driven, digital strategist
consultant to reach and persuade specific populations to consider
moving to South Orange and Maplewood with the aim of achieving
stable racial integration. More details here.

Lunar Fest 2024 Year of the Dragon 

This event is brought to you by SOMA Cross Cultural Works. The
dragon is one of the most auspicious and powerful animals in the
Chinese zodiac. Starting with the lion dance, we will have
performances representing Chinese and Korean culture. Children's
activities will entertain while kids learn. And... don't miss out on the
delicious food trucks! Free Admission - All are welcome. 

Visit Lunar Fest NJ 2024 - Year of the Dragon | Facebook

Acting Superintendent Gilbert Announces
Upcoming Listening Tour 

“The purpose of this Listening Tour is to give you – our District’s
families – a chance to voice your concerns, perspectives, and ideas
about the South Orange and Maplewood School District,” Gilbert
said. More details are here. 

Monday, February 5, 6 to 8 p.m., Seth Boyden Elementary
School 
Saturday, February 24, 10a-12p, South Orange Middle
School 

Oheb Shalom Congregation Event 
Two Truths in One Heart, Two Peoples in One
Land
Saturday, February 17th at 1:00 pm
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Rabbi Hanan, an Orthodox Israeli settler, and Noor, a Palestinian
activist, are among the leaders of Roots/Shorashim/Judur, an Israeli-
Palestinian grassroots initiative for understanding, non-violence,
and transformation. They represent a unique network of local
Palestinians and Israelis living in the West Bank who have come to
see each other as partners in the work to make changes to ending
the conflict. RSVP required. Register here. 

Looking ahead to March and April...
Save the dates for these upcoming events! 

SOMA Neighbors Connect  
March 7th, 7 pm, SOPAC Loft  
Join us for this gathering to learn about all the ways you can get
involved with your SOMA neighbors to learn about resources to
improve your home, your health, and explore ways to connect with
other neighbors—from neighborhood associations, to block parties,
to working collaboratively on neighborhood concerns. Get up-to-
date information on local ordinances, recycling, and more! Sign up
here. 

Black Maternal Health
March 9th, time and location TBD  
During Women’s Month, we continue our focus on Black Maternal
Health with a panel that includes a local mom who will share her
experience with inequities in our health care system; a doula who
provides guidance and support to pregnant women during labor;
and a representative of the new, free, universal home visit program
now available for mothers and their newborns from Family
Connections. For details, visit our website later this month. 

2024 Integrated Arts Circles Begins in March 
The first session begins in March. Check our website for details and registration later in February. 

Deconstructing Racism Overview 
Thursday, April 11th, 7:00 PM
SOMA Adult School 
In this class we will present an overview of structural and systemic racism and their impact on the
wellbeing of all Americans. Click here to register.
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