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PATERSON — Six diverse religious groups have banded together to attack a broad 
range of community problems — from the city's poor sewage infrastructure to the quality 
of education in the public schools. 

 
Each of the coalition's members — St. John 
Roman Catholic Cathedral, the Islamic Center 
of Passaic County, Paterson Assembly of God 
Church, St. Paul's CDC, First AME Zion and 
Catholic Charities — have committed to paying 
1 percent of their operating budgets to sustain 
Paterson Area Congregations Together, or 
PACT, the interfaith coalition's name. 
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Nabic Abbassi of the Islamic Center of 
Paterson, left, and Mohamed El Filali of the 
Islamic Center of Passaic County, right, greet 
Miguel Diaz, a Christian from Paterson, 
during a Paterson Area Congregations 
Together event earlier this month.  

The Rev. Douglas Maven of First AME Zion and 
the Rev. David Wolf of St. Paul's said the group 
hopes to model itself after the 30 congregations 
in East Brooklyn that raised millions of dollars 
to build affordable housing. The East Brooklyn 
churches, through press events and lobbying, 
pushed then-Mayor Edward Koch to back a city 

plan to provide homeowner loans to make housing affordable for middle-income 
families. What has become known as the Nehemiah Project constructed more than 3,000 
single-family homes in Brooklyn, according to the New York City Department of 
Housing Preservation and Development. 
 
Maven said the Nehemiah Project succeeded because it started at the grass-roots level. 
 
"You have to give people the ownership of the organization," Maven said. 
 
"It can't be institutional. It can't be a political thing. … It has to be led by the people 
affected. They have to control the agendas. They have to have a vested interest." 
 
Part of the group's dues pays for consulting from the Industrial Areas Foundation, a New 
York-based non-partisan community organizing group — the group that trained Barack 
Obama for his community organizing career. Wolf was uncertain how much would be 
raised from 1 percent of each member's budget, but that figure equals about $2,500 of St. 
Paul's annual budget. 
 



Joe Morris, an IAF organizer, helped launch a "listening campaign" in Paterson. The 
group's members spent the last year and a half interviewing congregants about what they 
want to see change in Paterson. 
 
With that information, the coalition developed issue committees to tackle large problems 
— from foreclosures, affordable housing and school construction — to small issues like 
the city's abundance of liquor stores, vacant lots and dirty streets. 
 
PACT's members hope to give the people of Paterson a sense of power in a city in which 
they have felt powerless — between persistent economic failure and corruption among 
public officials. 
 
"There's a power vacuum — there's no base of organized citizens who can hold public 
officials accountable and there's a long list of things that need to be done," said Morris, of 
IAF. "These issues have been festering for decades." 
 
The coalition has held three public assemblies since its first meeting in January 2008. At 
an assembly at the Passaic County Islamic Center last month, Wolf was revving a crowd 
of 200 people who had turned out 
 
"How many of you have heard stories of people losing jobs or afraid of losing jobs? How 
many of you have heard stories of people losing homes or afraid of losing homes?" he 
said, as the participants called back, "Yes!" 
 
Before coming to Paterson eight years ago, Wolf, 47, worked as a pastor and community 
organizer in Washington, D.C. There, he helped establish the Washington Interfaith 
Network, which successfully lobbied the city to set aside $10 million annually to revamp 
blighted areas. He hopes PACT can undertake similar efforts in Paterson. 
 
"I think the prospect of organizing Paterson residents has never been brighter due to the 
general climate of our nation linked to President Obama's call to action," said Bob 
Guarasci, founder of the Community Development Corp., a non-profit Paterson social 
service agency. 
 
At the Islamic Center meeting, PACT invited Chief Leonard Lovely of the Passaic 
County Sheriff's Office. Lovely promised to arrange a meeting with Sheriff Jerry 
Speziale about the role he could play in pressuring local banks to offer extended payment 
plans to homeowners in foreclosure. The group also discussed ways to lobby the 
governor for economic stimulus package money. 
 
At the city level, Wolf said the group will lobby the mayor and new schools 
superintendent to implement a Safe Routes to Schools program, which encourages kids to 
walk and bike to school. 
 
Wolf said the group's members will work to unseat politicians who ignore them and will 
engage in publicity campaigns to fight for their agenda. 



 
"I always say there are as many steeples as smokestacks in Paterson," Wolf said after the 
meeting. "If the churches were organized, they'd be dangerous." 
 


