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ANNUAL SOCIETY REPORT  
 
Society Report for Riverdale-Yonkers Society for Ethical Culture  
 
Leader(s): Jone Johnson Lewis  
 
President(s): Executive Team: Kay Dundorf, John Benfatti, Diane Vigliarolo  

 
Administrative Director/Office Contact: Grace Cobbinah  

 
Please provide brief updates on the following areas of your Society that occurred or 
developed in 2017: 

 
Ethical Action: 

 Climate:  
- We hosted joint Platforms and film screenings with Bronx Climate Justice North, our local climate 

justice group. RYSEC was integral to the founding of BCJN in 2014.  
 

 Racial Justice:  
- We organized a multigenerational festival for the Sunday of MLK Jr. Day, as well as several other 

platforms on Frederick Douglass and the Abolitionist movement. 
- Jone Lewis has been integral in the founding and organizing of a coalition called the North Bronx 

Racial Justice (NBxRJ), which began in Fall 2017. According to the group’s Facebook page, “North 
Bronx Racial Justice (NBxRJ) is a grassroots coalition of local organizations, faith leaders, community 
organizers, and concerned residents of neighborhoods of the North Bronx. We are a rapid response 
network. We also seek to educate ourselves and our neighbors, and to initiate and support actions to 
tackle racial justice issues affecting our neighborhoods.” 

 

 Economic Justice:  
- Jone Lewis and some of our members helped to found and organize Welcoming Neighbors, a coalition 

of committed citizens and faith organizations in our area. The group formed in response to a 
transitional housing building opening in our community for homeless families, and the need for 
welcoming voices that would be loud and clear in support of the families. Welcoming Neighbors 
organized Thankgiving meals for all of the families, as well as holiday gifts for the children. The city has 
been so impressed with Welcoming Neighbors that the Department of Homeless Services would like to 
see this as a model for other neighborhoods that have transitional housing. 

 

 Development and Peace:  
- We observed our annual honoring of our Peace Pole.  

 

 Other:  
- Our emergency overnight shelter has been operating for the past 15 years and continues to be the only 
overnight shelter in the Riverdale neighborhood of the Bronx. As of December 25, 2017 we had operated 
for 769 Mondays and served 818 homeless men. 
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- We sent Ethical Action Advisory emails once per week from January through the summer every week. 
Since the summer, we have been sending the emails much less frequently, as email content and time 
constraints allow. These emails provide current events, actions that can be taken that promote our values as 
Ethical Culturists, and resources such as books, articles, and websites that further our knowledge and 
connect us to activism work. 
- We also had in-person Ethics in Action meetings in January and February. There, we made signs for the 
Women’s March in January 2017, which was covered in the Riverdale Press (our local paper).  Through 
those meetings, we became acquainted with the organizers of the Northwest Bronx Indivisible Group. The 
Society has hosted NW Bronx Indivisible’s events on issues every few months. 

 
Ethical Education (children ages 2-13) & Youth of Ethical Societies (teens ages 14-18) &  
 Future of Ethical Societies (young adults ages 18-35): 

- In 2017, we had a steady attendance at our Ethics for Children program of 4-7 children each Sunday. 
Throughout the year, our attendance increased. Our age range of children was 3-7 years old. As in 
recent years, we had a few families try us out for a few Sundays and not come back, but we also saw a 
few families find a home at the Society. We are still working on moving some more of these families 
into Society membership.  

- We were fortunate to have two Ethics for Children teachers, a mother and son, who would alternate 
Sundays. We created the lessons each Sunday, and they would execute our plans. 

- In October, we decided to hire a babysitter to take care of our babies and very young children on 
Sundays so that their parents could better enjoy Platforms. We are thrilled that we have enough babies 
and toddlers to have this need. 
 

- One of our parents, Jackie Davis, taught the children on one Sunday each month. Her program was 
called “Learning and Ethical Action for Families (LEAF).” Each lesson was focused on a different 
social justice topic, which she introduced and explored with the kids and any parents who attended. Her 
goal was to make families more aware of these issues and take action at home.   

- On Sundays in the summer, we tweaked a Unitarian Universalist curriculum, “Miracles,” and called it 
“Natural Miracles.” It focused on defining “what is a miracle?” and then explored this question through 
science experiments, stories and myths, and nature walks. Our kids loved the hands-on nature of this 
curriculum, the stories, and the opportunities to go outside.  

- During the last week of August, we had a one-week summer camp for children ages 4-9. Our parent, 
Jackie Davis, was the brainchild and director of the camp. She developed curriculum focused on 
cooperative learning, ethics, and social justice. The kids were outside every day and learned a lot about 
environmental justice. Jackie’s program, Earth Avengers, was the framework for the kids’ learning about 
the environment. At the end of camp, the kids earned their Earth Avengers cape and chose their Earth 
Avengers superhero name. We had a much higher turnout than we expected for camp, with 19 children. 
We charged an affordable rate, kept our expenses low, and made some money for the Society.  

 
Communications: 

- In 2017, we applied for and received a grant for a project that would raise awareness of the Society in 
the community. The grant was offered through KRVC, a nonprofit community development 
organization in Riverdale. Our project was to hire a videographer to record videos of our Sunday 
Platforms. We were able to record a handful of Platforms onto our YouTube channel. 

- The other part of our grant project was to create a promotional video for the Society. We had a film 
student with us over the summer who filmed footage of our building and activities, as well as some 
interviews with members and staff. He put together a wonderful video that captures the “what” and 
“why” of the Society.  

- We continue to send mass emails on Mondays with our events for the upcoming week. We also send a 
Platform/weekend reminder email on Fridays.  

- We continue to update our website and Facebook page.  
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- In the fall, we decided to purchase a database that would hold all of our contacts, attendance on 

Sundays, pledging information, and publicity campaign information. We set it up in December, with 
plans to start entering information in January 2018.  

- We have a Community Outreach Director, who publicizes our events and programs, and also supports 
member and regular attendee participation in developing and sustaining programs such as Ethics for 
Children and Summer Camp. 

 
Finances: 

- With our very small membership, we are dependent on our endowment fund. We are well aware that we 
cannot rely on our endowment forever, but we are currently investing extra funds in our staff and 
programs in an effort to grow our Society.  

- We increased our space sharing income in 2017, with more parties and a new Jewish congregation 
renting our space several times throughout the year.  

 
Membership: 

-Attendance on Sundays has been steadily increasing. We usually have 25-30 people each week. We added 
one family to membership in 2017, and we also took a few people off of our membership list who had 
stopped pledging and moved away or stopped being active. We want to work on how to increase 
membership, turning active people into members. 

 
New Developments: 

- One of our members hosts “Ethics on Tap,” once per month at a local café. 
- We planned our programs around the monthly themes that we receive through the UUA Soul Matters 

program. The Washington Ethical Society also uses these themes, so we can collaborate with our 
colleagues there.  

- Adult Education courses: Managing our Anger Compassionately (2 sessions); Communication for 
Connection: Developing Our Empathy (2 sessions); Ethics in the World’s Religions (4 sessions) 

- As in past years, the Society had a booth at Riverfest, our neighborhood’s largest outdoor festival, in 
June 

- Music: Our Sunday pianist of 10 years resigned from the job in June. In October, we hired a guitarist to 
play community songs and performances pieces on Sundays. Lindsey Wilson has added a lot of richness 
and relevance to our Sunday Platforms. We also started developing a new songbook for the Society that 
reflects our musical tastes and needs. Every time we have a new song, we print copies and put them in 
the new songbook binders. 

 
Goals for 2018: 

- We hope to have more parent volunteers to teach Ethics for Children 
- We would like to plan our Sunday music more in advance, with a song of the month to reflect that 

month’s theme.  
- We hope to hold another summer camp in August and increase it to 2 weeks.  

 
- We hope to participate in the Poor People’s Campaign. 
- Lindsey Wilson, our new musician, has a goal to organize a new monthly coffee house in our space, 

with our support.  
- 2018 is the Society’s 70th anniversary year, so we hope to plan a special celebration. 
- We would like to redesign our downstairs space to be more child-friendly. 
- We would like to put out a new paper newsletter as a promotional tool to the outside world as well as 

our members. We would also like to write and print a new general brochure about the Society.  
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