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The Upper New York Conference’s vision is 
to live the gospel of Jesus Christ and to 
be God’s love with our neighbors in all places.  

Connect with the Upper New York Conference Facebook page at h ps://
www.facebook.com/uppernewyork. 

The Bridge is a Conference Communica ons Ministry tool that delivers to local 
churches news and stories of ministry from around the Upper New York Confer-

ence and the world. For more news and stories visit: 

www.unyumc.org 
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A look inside! 

open doors,” promise of The United 
Methodist Church. This mindset, she 
says, invites everyone to be a part of 
the solu on. 

 

Children persevering 
 

Just as many of the United Methodist 
Women‐connected na onal mission 
ins tu ons, the Neighborhood Center 
has been hit hard during the pandemic. 
Early on, Soroka recommi ed the work 
of the center to its earliest mission and 
legacy: childcare. Following the U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Preven‐

on guidelines, the center transi oned 
to a hybrid model of learning, con nu‐
ing to advocate for children and families 
who depend on the center for school, 
a erschool, and early childcare.  

According to 12‐year veteran child‐
care worker Jane  Davila, who works 
with the youngest school‐age children, 
“The kindergartners have persevered.”  

The children enjoyed being together, 
even at a distance, at the North Com‐
munity Center, an outpost of the down‐
town Neighborhood Center. Fi h grader 
Frankie prefers to learn in person rather 
than the hybrid online learning model in 
which he a ended his classes from the 
community center. Mia, a second grad‐
er, who sat near Frankie, agrees. 

As the students learned together on 
their separate devices in their disparate 
virtual classes, they were all in the same 
vast room, a bit of social interac on in 
an otherwise solitary learning environ‐
ment. About once a month, the center 
offered a fun, socially distanced event 
for the students to socialize, according 
to the former Head Start teacher and 
current Division Director Patrice Van‐

Nortwick. 
“We are losing quality childcare le  

and right,” Soroka said. She points out 
that for an average family who makes 
an income of $30,000 to $40,000, the 
$10,000 cost for early childcare is pro‐
hibi ve. Sabrina Lamie, the interim 
childcare director at the northside loca‐

on, is looking for new ways to recruit 
children who may have fallen away 
from organized schooling, to invite the 
families to return to preschool and  
a erschool. 

Be sure to visit h ps://bit.ly/
NeighborhoodCenter to read more 
about the children's services provided 
at the Neighborhood Center, mental 
health support provided at the Neigh‐
borhood Center, and how the neighbors 
who go there truly believe that the cen‐
ter staff cares about them. 
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The Neighborhood Center in U ca, New York, walks the path  
with children, seniors, and immigrants  

By Mary Beth Coudal  
 

Editor's note: This condensed ar cle is a 
preview of a story to appear in the Septem-
ber/October 2021 issue of Response maga-
zine, the magazine of United Methodist 
Women. It features the Neighborhood Cen-
ter, a community outreach organiza on 
located in U ca, New York, supported by 
both Upper New York and United Method-
ist Women. United Methodist Women is 
the official women's organiza on of The 
United Methodist Church and the largest 
denomina onal faith organiza on for 
women with hundreds of thousands of 
members across the country and partners 
around the world. You can purchase the 
upcoming issue and subscribe at united-
methodistwomen.org/response.  

You can read this full ar cle at h ps://
bit.ly/NeighborhoodCenter. 

“Walking the path with our neighbors” is 
how Sandra Soroka describes the work of 

the Neighborhood Center. And there are as 
many paths and ways of walking with 
neighbors as there are facets to this long‐

me community gem in U ca, New York.  
Over the past year, the center struggled 

to keep essen al ac vi es open for fami‐
lies, children, and people in need. The cen‐
ter’s leaders, par cularly Soroka, the exec‐
u ve director, were guided as always by 
the center’s original mission: to support 
folks with mental health issues, children in 
need of care, and new immigrants se ling 
into a new neighborhood and culture. 

For years, U ca, a hardscrabble town on 
the Erie Canal, once a stop on the manu‐
facturing corridor, has seen a decline in 
popula on. Un l recently, the overall pop‐
ula on was decreasing by about one per‐
cent a year. Located between Syracuse and 
Albany, U ca residents are hoping for a 
renaissance through the public‐private 
“Nano U ca” ini a ve, making the region 
a hub for nanotechnology. The pandemic 
slowed this progress.  

Growth has occurred incrementally with 
the arrival of new ci zens. The region has 
been a des na on for new Americans orig‐
inally born in Russia, Bosnia, Burma, and 
Somalia. Around 19 percent of the approxi‐
mately 60,000 U ca residents were born in 
a different country.  

Thanks to the rese lement of refugees, 
the area has become increasingly mul cul‐
tural. In one recent swearing‐in ceremony, 
30 refugees from 15 countries became U.S. 
ci zens in U ca. Economically, the median 
income has risen slightly to $35,394, and 
the poverty rate remains a stubborn 30 
percent. The neighbors who are struggling 
with poverty, young children, and mental 
health are the families that the Neighbor‐
hood Center, a United Methodist Women‐

supported na onal mission ins tu on, has 
always served. The center is also supported 
by the Upper New York Conference as an 
Advance special.  

 

Methodist hospitality 
 

The center began as the Italian Se le‐
ment House in 1905 by six Methodist wom‐
en who helped Italian immigrants complete 
their naturaliza on papers. These women 
of the Woman’s Home Missionary Society 
procured six rooms in a two‐story building 
for their work and expanded from there. In 
addi on to sharing their faith with new 
immigrants, the women also taught life 
skills. For example, in 1952, 670 adults 
received training for new voca ons at the 
center.  

The center’s name was changed in 1945 
from the Italian Se lement House to the 
Neighborhood Center. A playground was 
built. A child for whom a building was 
eventually named, Marie Russo, became 
the center’s fi h director.  

“The thing I remember most about the 
first me that I went to the Se lement 
House was the unusual experience of being 
loved, uncondi onally,” Russo recalled in 
The House on Mary Street: The Early Years 
by Kathryn Hartz Beard. “I can’t really ex‐
plain it. The Se lement House was a place 
you could go and feel valued, loved, and no 
one ridiculed you for having ‘foreign ways.’ 
And I was not exactly the kind of kid who 
was easy to love. I didn’t trust anybody, 
and I certainly did not believe them when 
they said they cared about who and what I 
was.” 

For the first me in her life, Russo expe‐
rienced many of life’s joys, including friend‐
ship and a hot shower.  

“It was a refuge from the poverty and 

sorrow we all lived in,” she said.  
The Neighborhood Center made it possi‐

ble for young, old, and new Americans to 
survive and even thrive. The center con n‐
ues to live out this radical inclusiveness, 
even when the community feels divided.  

“In today’s environment, we have such 
extremes and such strong beliefs,” Soroka 
said.  

The center brings people together, re‐
gardless of their poli cal leanings. Soroka 
found herself on the receiving end of ver‐
bal abuse when, during the presiden al 
elec on, she asked several senior ci zens 
to remove campaign signs that they had 
affixed to the Neighborhood Center’s signs. 
Because the center is a polling place, this 
level of promo on for a candidate was 
illegal.  

The an dote, as Soroka sees it, is to fully 
embrace the “open hearts, open minds, 
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