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TRENTON — The New Jersey Catholic 
Conference (NJCC) has named veteran 
communications leader, John W. Hardi-
man, as director of public relations.

Hardiman joins NJCC with nearly 
27 years of increasing public relations 
experience and more than 15 years of 
leadership experience. Hardiman will 
work with NJCC staff in planning and 
implementing strategic communications, 
outreach, and public relations efforts that 
effectively promote the legislative and 
public policy interests of the Catholic 
Church in New Jersey.

“We are delighted to welcome John 
to our team,” said NJCC executive direc-
tor James King. “His expertise in public 
relations and communications, along with 
his leadership experience and passion for 
the values of the Catholic Church, make 
him an outstanding fit at a time when we 
are looking to increase our reach to the 
nearly 3.5 million registered Catholics in 
New Jersey. We are confident in his abil-
ity to quickly begin making important 
contributions toward our mission.” 

“I’m thrilled to be a part of an or-
ganization with such a rich history and 
important mission,” said Hardiman. “It’s 
a wonderful opportunity to utilize my 
skills and experience on behalf of an 
organization whose work is so important 
to me.”  

Hardiman most recently served as 
the director of Public Affairs for NJM 
Insurance Group, where he led the com-
pany’s communications, public relations, 
and teen driver safety efforts. He began 

his career at NJM in 1994 after graduating 
from Rider University, Lawrenceville.

Hardiman is a Lead New Jersey 
Fellow, class of 2014, and a former ex-
ecutive board member of both the Mi-
dJersey Chamber of Commerce and the 
Princeton Mercer Regional Chamber. He 
is certified in public relations by Rutgers 
University, New Brunswick, and in crisis 
and media management by the Institute 
for Crisis Management, Denver.

Founded in 1949, the NJCC repre-
sents the Catholic bishops of New Jersey 
on matters of public policy. NJCC serves 
as a liaison to governmental agencies and 
institutions and coordinates public policy 
communications and activities among 
the dioceses and between the bishops and 
secular agencies.

Organization for state’s Catholic 
bishops fills vital role on ‘team’

Parochial school students learn lessons about effects of poverty
In the spirit of giving thanks for what 
they have, members of the Edge Middle 
School Youth Ministry at St. Augustine 
of Canterbury School, Kendall Park, 
kicked off November by learning about 
food insecurity.

According to the United States  
Department of Agriculture, in 2019, 
about 762,530 people, including 192,580 
children in New Jersey were food inse-
cure. That means 1 in 12 individuals and 
1 in 10 children live in homes without 
consistent access to adequate food for 
everyone to live healthy, active lives.

Colleen Paras, director, Youth  
Ministry at St. Augustine of Canterbury 
Parish, said, “Coming off of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, we have been focus-
ing so much on what we have lost and all 
that we have to sacrifice. We felt it was 
important to shift the focus to help them 
understand there is still so much we have 
to give thanks for each day.”

Core Team members Heather Te-
desco and Mare Ernesto prepared the 
meeting to help the students not just learn 
the reality of what happens around us but 
to feel empathy for those who are strug-
gling with food insecurity.

The Core Team separated the stu-
dents into separate groups. Group 1 was 
composed of 11 students and were served 
pizza, snacks, soda and dessert for dinner 
as well as have the chance to enjoy music 
and board games together.

Group 2 held 23 students, who were 
given half a slice of pizza with a cup of 
water while sitting on the floor spread out 
and told that they could talk, but quietly.

Group 3, which had 40 students, 
were spread out in the balcony area of 
the gym and ordered to be silent while 
served a bowl of rice and three ounces 
of water.

The Core Team treated each group 
of students differently in their speaking 
tone and generosity in what they offered. 
It took less than five minutes before the 
students in Group 1 recognized the dif-
ference of what they were experiencing 
compared to the others. They began to 
walk around the area of Group 2 and 
some offered to share soda and chips. 
But, as they learned that Group 3 was in 
greater need, they realized their supplies 
had run out.

Tedesco, who worked with Group I, 
said, “When we were planning the event, 
we weren’t sure that the idea of sharing 
would even come up. But the generos-
ity of the students and the empathy they 
showed was overwhelming.”

One sixth-grader was frustrated by 
his inability to offer food to the other 
groups so he chose to offer entertainment 
by dancing for those who could see him.

Some students in Groups 2 and 3 
shared it was a welcome distraction to 
the situation they were in while others 
voiced frustration by his display of joy.  
Tedesco noted, “That was a lesson all of 
its own that sometimes we think we are 

doing what is best for others but what 
they truly need is not always what we are 
offering them.”  

After the simulation ended, students 
were mixed into smaller groups to pro-
cess their experience and reaction.

Seventh-grader Nouralina Jacobs 
said, “This activity was a valuable lesson 
that brings us to the realization of how 
devastating poverty can be but also how 
we can make an impact on that reality.” 

Eighth-grader Ryan Abbott noted, 
“I liked doing this because it was inter-
esting to see how Group 1 reacted when 
they realized the differences.  It made me 
want to give more [to others] more than 
I do because some people really don’t 
have anything and I have so much.”

The students later discussed the 
experience with their parents and ways 
their families can assist those who are 
experiencing food insecurity.

Eighth-grader Darleen Wournell 
suggested offering a school-wide dress 
down day to raise money that can be do-
nated to the parish food pantry.

“I always knew there were people 
who were less fortunate than others” 
she said. “When I attended Edge I never 
thought it would affect me in the way that 
it did. This made me feel very grateful 
for what I have and made me realize how 
fortunate I am. This meeting gave me 
a wonderful idea that our whole school 
could all donate $2 or any non-perishable 
food item to help others and this would 
bring St. Augustine’s school closer as a 
Catholic community.”   

“It is a blessing to see our young 
church maturely respond to a challeng-
ing simulation,” Paras said. “I am proud 
of the ways they are sitting with this dif-
ficult reality and responding to the invita-
tions God has placed on their hearts as a 
result of this meeting.”

For more information about food 
insecurity or how you can help, visit 
https://cfbnj.org/ 

Members of the Edge Middle School Youth Ministry at St. Augustine of Canterbury 
School, Kendall Park, pose for a photo after participating in a program about hunger. 

 —  photo courtesy of St. Augustine of Canterbury School


