Project CREATE

A CENTER TO RE-INVOLVE A TOTAL ENVIRONMENT

By Frank Fanelli
Photos by Bro. Octavio Duran, OFM

In 1967 Father Finian Kerwin, OFM, then Provincial of Holy Name Province
told a group of friars including Father Benedict Taylor, OFM “Go and see
what the people need” in Harlem.

another friary, these friars, in- infamous by the leader of The

cluding Fr. Benedict, lived in Council, an African-American crim-
apartments within the communily inal organization based in Harlem,
where their main objective was to  which controlled the heroin trade
assess a new ministry to direclly there.
serve the people. During the lime Fr. Benedict relates that he and
of their move, the Second Valican the others were somewhat appre-
Council's documenis inspired both hensive about moving there and
religious communities and clergy to  when they arrived, the community
revaluate their commitment to serv-  besieged them for handouts.
ing the people of God and spread-
ing the Good News of the Gospe!.

The move to Harlem wasnt an
easy lransition. The area was rife

with drugs and crime, and many calch up with a chent Facing page

avoided the area for good reason.  7xe Fpoqd Paniry disinibuled turkeys the
In the early 1970s, the area was a day before Thanksgiving

Inslead of being assigned to haven for heroin, and it was made
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place for this kind of treatment in
Central Harlem,” Fr. Benedict re-
called. “People were afraid of this
area, but | was convinced that this
was something that we couid be in-
voived with."

From the beginning Fr. Benedict
had an ace up the sleeve of his
habii: Ralph Perez, who has served
as the executive director and CEQ,
since 1992, Coming from the Alfred
E. Smith Projects in the shadow of
the Brooklyn Bridge, he knew what
it was 1o be disadvantaged, and in
his early teens he had a minar
scrape with the law. In a way it
tumed out 10 be grace in disguise

Lite of service to the poor From lefl
to right: founders Ralph Perez and Fr.
Benedici Taylor, OFM. “We beliave In
the person, we care for them, they slm-
ply are not a number, not a statistic.”

because his caring youth counsalor
introduced Perez to Father Firmin
Ranrkin, OFM, hoping he' would
make somathing better of himself.
Fr. Firmin then introduced him to Fr.
Benedict to help with his work at
the Franciscan bookslore on West
J1st Street,

Perez came to love the associa-
tion wih the friars and continued to
help Fr. Benedict up until the time he
entered Bard College. Whan he
graduated in 1973, he thought of en-
tering law school, but was also inter-
ested in helping CREATE grow. “|
graw up on the Lower East Side
where there was a drug epidemic, —
heroin,” Perez said. “We needed a
place 1o help in doing our mission of
getling peopte to detox.”

With a demand so great, it wasnit
long before CREATE had expanded
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tol a 10,000-square-
foot faciiity. This served
as the cutpatient clinic
for the clients, before a
fire in 1985 gutted i
completely and forced
CREATE fo go back to
serving their clients
from storelronts. The
urban blight of the
1970s helped the proj-
ect in'a way. The cur-
rent clinic/administra-
tive building at 73
Lenox Ave., had baen
abandoned and the
city soid it to CREATE
for $1. That's when
Ralph Perez, with his
master's degree in ar-
chitecture, supervised
the compiete renova-
tion of the new building.

In time, the building that housed
the clinic and administration was
joined 1o a residence for young
women and mothers with sub-
stance abuse issues. In addition,
rasidence centers for young male
adults were also inaugurated.

Besidaes the young male adults
that were the core group served by
CREATE, seniors who needed ba-
sic nutrilicn or some minimal care,
started to show up. In 1979, the
grawing demand turned into a se-
nior day care center including a
food pantry program to serve those
who needed assential groceries.

The medically supervised outpa-
tient clinic can provide men and
women agas 18 and over with a va-
riety of programs. They focus on
medical and psychological issues,
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medical evaluations, vocational
counseling, job placement, basic
computer. skills, parolefprobation
status, mental illness, chemical
abuse, anger management, and
domestic violence. There'’s aiso a
drug education/prevention program
for adolescents.

They incorporate medical evalua-
tions, counseling and pesr support,
vocational' guidance and place-
ment, 12-step programs, relapse
prevention training and lifestyie di-
rection.

“Ii's a spiritual program and com-
passion is imporiant,” Fr. Benedict
said. “The framework was the
12-steps of AA and also the spiritu-
ality comes through because we
believe that change is possible.”

A iittle north of that residence is
the CREATE Young Adult Center
on ' West 128th St. The young men
in rasidence can live In a home-like
transitional program that’s a “bridge
betwean the strest/shelter/foster
care and independent living” and
receive counseling in social ser
vice, substance abuse vocation
education, and housing guidance
and placement. The idea is to make
them ready for independent living.

Post program housing can be a
daunting challange after the aver-
age 6- to 9-month stay in the resi-
dential programs. There are a vari-
ety of reasons: substandard wages,
high rents or arrast records for even
minor offenses that can make them
ineligible for public housing. To
dea! with that probiem, CREATE of-
fers parmanent supportive housing
which includes rental subsidy hous-
ing and other supporiive services.
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Commiited to meeting thelr neads
CREATE heips those affficied with the
disaase of chemicel depandence, and
addresses the problems which may ac-
company this illness with the respect
‘that each person deserves.

The scope and quality of all this
caregiving cbviously requires a
compietely professional staff .and
Fr. Benedictand Perez have worked
hard at/making sure all those work-
ing at OREATE meet the nacessary
criteria, especially now with all'the
reguiations required to operate a fa
cility like this. There is one other
very necessary qualification be-
sides all the letters after a name:

compassion.
From the beginning of CREATE it

was a key ingredient. That was a
product of'the Franoiscan charism
and spirit Fr. Banediot instilled and
maintained right’ from the very be-
ginning. Perez rreinforced that per-
spedative: *We believe in the person,
wa: care for them, they simply are
not'a number, ot a statistic. We're
hers fo heip you.”

To that extent. CREATE provides
a 2-track intensive tralning program
for.the staff. One track conoentrates
on tha process necessary {o instruct
the dlients'to follow and adhere 'to
regulations and documentation.
Equally, or perhaps more important,
is the fraining for human caring. In
the baginning many of the authori-
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*Weneeded a place o help
in doing our mission of getting

ties thought that. CREATE was
throwing its effort and money down
the: tollet; that they wera being far
oo lenient. As Fr. Banediot related:
“l'sirecognized now that compas-
sion is the main ingredient.”

When Fr. Benediot first started
CREATE, Intake was a fairly simple
process, but as ime elapsed, New
York City began to create more and
more complex ragulations and more
agencies to deal with the abundant
poverty Issues inithe/city. Now the
NYC Department of Homeless Ser-
vices controls much of the inteke. It
means that [nstead of the very local
client population, clients from as far
away as westem New York State
can bensefit from the various pro-
grams. But the main “catchment
area” as it’s called, remains central
Harlem.

There are now many organiza-
tions, small and large, providing
services like CREATE and funding
has; become the main issue that
has led to the consolidation of some
groups Into much larger ones. CRE-
ATE remains fortunate in that the
Dept. of ' Homeless' Services is im-
pressed with their success in that
specialty group of young males.
That success leads to a full house
all the time and if there's no room
for a needy client, CREATE will
treat them through the outpatient
clinic and arrange interim housing.

I grew up in New York and sixty
percent of my friends are either
dead or in jail, so to me & has that
emotional cord where | know what
these people are going through,”
said Jacques Nir, clinical director at
CREATE. “We could lead these

peopte to|water, but we can’t make
them drink.”

Help is atways nesded and it's a
constant requirement o/ seek fund-
ing. Through the years the Franois-
cans of Holy Name Province have
always helped either individuatly or
through the auspices aof the Prov-
ince. While tha: fiscal requirements
of CREATE are:now well bayond the
Province's resources it stifi helps out
through its Benevolence Fund.

Years ago, Father Salvators
Fink, OFEM, then Director of St. An-
thony's Guild, used his buoyant
personality to get truckloaeds of
clothing from the Haband stores.
Years later, Father Mychal' Judge,
OFM, then Chaplain of the NYC
Fire Department, would come with
food and oiher ftems collected from
the firefighters before distributing
them to cllents. After Fr. Mychal
died on 9/11, his sucoessor, Father
Chris'Keenan, OFM continued the
tradition.

Father Paul Lostritto, OFM, Ex-
ecutiva Direclor of Franciscan
Bread for the Poor and its minls-
trias, helps supply the food pantry
at CREATE.

It remains a hard road to follow
with continuing challenges and dis-
appearing resources. Both Fr. Ben
and Perez will continue to lead this
very vilal apostolate despite the
mountain of obsiacles.

“Wa believe change is possible,”
Fr. Benedict sald. “CREATE is like a
new creation, thal each person can
become somsthing, no matter wha
it seems to be now." W
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HELPING OTHERS WiTH COMPASSION

By John Zawadzinski

fo the clients he serves at
CREATE, becausa more than
12 years ago, he was in their shoes.
As a young man, Miller tumed o
drugs after not properly processing
or accepting the passing of his
grandmother. Having been raised
by aunts who weren't too much old-
er than he was at the time, Miller
was left without the proper guidance
or positive male role models to pro-
cess the trauma that is associated
with the passing of a loved one.
“My uncles did and sold drugs, so
I emuiated them,” said Miller, who
serves as residential director at
CREATE. “l didn't know | had a
fractured personality or a mind-set
that would lead me to addiction
only because [ didn't feel good
about mysalf.”

Philip Miller can directly refate

AND EMPATHY

Having run the Harlem streets
searching for a way out from his
pain, Miller turmed to drugs and with
that, a'life of crime that included
selling drugs, trespassing and oth-
er offenses. After having some “pit
stops” with sobriety and detox, Mill-
er had a ravelation one day while
tatking to some of the older addicts
who had been using drugs longer
than he had.

“When | was in these places —
these drug dens and on these cor-
ners — they would tell me that |
didn’t belong in this type of environ-
ment,” Miller recalled. “They told
me, “You should do something for
yourself.”

Dedication to the job Philip Miller
{akes time out from his office o lalk o a
resident at Project CREATE.
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In the late 1980s, that something
was ta enter. CREATE, whose mis-
sion is to promote the physical,
psychological, social and spiritual
well-being of the community they
serve through the provision of sen-
sitive, caring community-based
services that empower the individ-
ual. Through health resources, so-
cial services, education, employ-
ment and housing services, clients
are able to rebuild their lives in a
caring environment and for the first
time in his life, Miller gave his so-
briety a real chance ~ something
that he wasn't ready to accept and
surrender to.

Having been transitioned from a
life on the streets, Milter said his
first 30 days in CREATE was rather
difficult.

With no prior responsibilities and
no dally structure except getting
high, eventually he found the regi-
mented lifestyle and counselors
helpful towards his early recovery.

“One day | just decided | just
wanted to do better for my life and
keep moving forward,” he said. “It
had nothing do to with me — it was
good guidance,”

In addition to group and individual
therapy, Miller attended anger man-
agement classes and alter his first
30 days, he was abie to gel a week-
end pass to go back into the com-
munity for a few hours. He would
use that time away from CREATE to
rebuild the refationship he had with
his sister — who he woutd only check
in with from time to tima to let her
know he was “still aliva,” when he
was still out there using.

It was also mandatory for Miller to

aiso develop a social sober network
of people he could rely on — a stark
contrast from those he used to get
high with prior o entering CREATE.

With a lot of personal growth,
Miller was encouraged by one of
his CREATE counselors to contin-
ue with his education, where he
eamed his CASAC (credentialed
alcoholism and substance abuse
counselor) credentials, belore
landing a job as a counselor at Od-
yssey House in Harlem, not too far
from some of the places where ha
used lo get high. Years later, Miller
returned to CREATE, but this time
as a residential direcior where he
now serves close io 50 clients
ranging in age from 20-65.

It is at CREATE, Miller stresses
the important themes he learmned so
many years ago as a client that In-
cluded anger management, coping
skills and how to “respond to issues
and not to react 1o them,” pointing
out that the issues “will always be
there,” no matter how long one has
in sobristy.

He also points out that once aven
being in recovery, doesn't make him
a great counselor. It's the dedica-
tion to the job and the motivation to
teach clients the importance of the
life-changing process Is what's re-
ally important.

“I enjoy what | do and it doasn't
feel like work,” Miller said. “It's what
I do and | know for a fact | can't see
myself doing anything else. God
has put me in a position to help oth-
ers and not because of my past, bul
because | have the compassion
and the empathy to do this." |




