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When this newsletter began, Pas-
tor Mike O Connor, Friendship
Unlimited s advisor, suggested we
spotlight life testimonies. This
great idea is the theme of our sum-
mer issue.

Some might ask, What exactly is

a life testimony? One de nition

of the word testimony is: Giving
evidence in support of a fact. Every
believer in Christ has the ability
(through the Holy Spirit), to give
testimony in support of the fact that
God exists. A life testimony (usu-
ally in three parts), tells the circum-
stances of how someone receives the
Lord into his or her heart, including
their before and after lifestyle.

The three life testimonies, of vary-
ing size, in this issue will hopefully
bless you. (See pages 1,4 and 7.) If
you are a Christian, we encourage
you to give your life testimony to
others.
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Spiritually
Speaking

My Walk With
Christ

By Lisa Morrone, PT

was born into a family of
converts. My mother had been
raised in the Catholic church,
and my father was raised in the
Orthodox Jewish tradition. Both, in
their adulthood, made decisions to

TO AND BY THE ABLE-DISABLED

Lisa has been attending Northport Baptist
Church with her husband of 18 years,
Peter, since 1991. They have two children,
Casey, 14 and Adam, 12. She is a physi-
cal therapist, adjunct professor, and the
author of two books. She served as the
Co-Director of VBS from 1999-2006.
Peter and Lisa have twice been Cell (Life)
Group leaders and most recently, both
volunteer in the middle school (The Edge)
youth ministry from 2006- present.

“...Jesus declared, ‘I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God
unless he is born again.”” John 3:3 (N1V)

follow the teachings of Jesus Christ.
(Not so unusual for a Catholic, but
certainly for a Jew!) They began
regularly attending a Baptist church
where | went twice each Sunday and
once every Wednesday night during
my youth.
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Through Sunday school and other
classes, | learned that | was a sinner
in need of a Savior. Jesus had pro-
vided a solution to the eternal sepa-
ration from God my sins demanded.
By dying on the cross, Christ offered
Himself in my place as the perfect
sacri ce for my sins. By accepting
Jesus offer of salvation, through the
shedding of His blood, I could be
set free from the power of sin and
death. My relationship with God, the
Father, could be restored.

Continued on page 8
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Seeing Beyond
the Disability

By Roberta Lowenthal

ne of our newer friends

in Friendship Unlimited

is Angelo Ferrara, who is

profoundly autistic. It s
not easy to see past his disability, but,
because of his mom Regina (Gina)
Bilellas heart, we are in the process
of learning to see the heart and soul
of her son.

Angelo, a young man of eighteen, is
Ginas second son, born August 2,
1990, fteen months after his brother
Anthony. The pregnancy, birth

and rst two years of baby mile-
stones were perfectly normal. Then
Angelo s speech began deteriorat-
ing. Upon noticing this, his brother s
preschool teacher recommended he
be taken to B.O.C.E.S. for evalua-
tion. Gina remembers how scary the
situation was, and the doctors didn t
know what they were dealing with.
After much testing they said, Even
though we don t know what this is,
we can help him. But it took over a
year to nd out he had autism, which
is not curable.

Autism is a neurological syndrome
that affects Angelo socially. He is
unable to interact with others and
perceives things differently. His
speech, sensations and some of his
physical movements are affected as
well. He also has trouble controlling
his emotions; the simplest annoy-
ance can set him off. To make mat-
ters worse, Angelo s parents were

in the midst of marital dif culties,
which would eventually result in di-
vorce. Gina reveals that the presence
of God in her life was what kept her
together and moving forward.

Gina began attending church with
Angelo, when he was a toddler. He
enjoyed the worship and prayer time,
but because of his inability to focus,
among other things, he could not sit
through the entire service. Sunday
school, with the other children,

became dif cult because he didnt
tin with his age group, and being
in class with much younger students
didn t work either. So, Gina would
race from home to church and back
again between services, juggling
Angelo, Anthony and her two step-
daughters, Sabrina and Vanessa.

With the opening of our new
classroom in spring 2008, God had
already given Dave Morsch a heart
for families living with autism. Now
that our new classroom was large
enough, he wanted to see Angelo,
then seventeen years old, participate
in the Friendship Unlimited Sunday
School Program. We approached
Gina, but she quietly resisted for a
while because, as we found out later,
a mom with a child with a disability
tends to become extremely overpro-
tective. Besides, she reasoned, Its
not going to work out. He s not going
to behave himself. Gina wasnt
ready to let go.

During one Sunday when Gina

was sitting in the sanctuary, Sue,

a congregant, noticed Angelo as a
special needs child. As a result, she
suddenly said to Gina as she eyed
Angelo, You have to speak to Dave
Morsch about Sunday school class.
Sue, whom Dave did not know
either, went immediately to him and
said, I'm giving you a heads up. Call
Gina. God does work in mysterious
ways. Was Gina now ready to let go?
Not quite yet.

We convinced Gina to bring Angelo
into our class during Dave s and my
visit to their home. Our motivation
was to reach out to Angelo and be-
friend him, so he would feel com-
fortable among new friends in a new
environment. His mother thought,
they really mean business.

Gina nally agreed and Angelo
now attends the Friendship Un-
limited Sunday School every week.
He has become accustomed to his
new classroom, table, learning tools
(drawing, games and puzzles) and
friends. His mom says he can read
and use colors in learning, and he
hears and understands what the
class is teaching. We believe God is

meeting him where he s at.

Angelo also helps others to do
ministry. A number of people, such
as class helpers and students, take
turns sitting and interacting with
him at his table. One student, Rolf
Walter, who loves producing artwork
as Angelo does, had an opportunity
to give a testimony while visiting an-
other church. He said, with tears of
emotion in his eyes, | see this great
big smile on Angelo s face; | know
that God is there. | don t know how
He s there, but He is.

At Friendship Unlimited, we are see-
ing growth in Angelo; he now has
patience to stay for the entire class
and is excited to be with us. He even
attends our 3 1/2 hour Operation
HUG events. He is a member of
our High Calling Worship Team at
the HUG event, and sang standing
alongside his brother Anthony.

Angelo is blessing us in these and
many other ways. When asked about
her blessing, his mom says, |see
the way he touches other peoples
lives. | am in a second marriage. |
can t believe the way he touches my
step kids; | see it in my new husband
too. Angelo has brought this blended
family together in such a beauti-

ful way; they are all reaching out to
Angelo with love and care.

Gina calls Angelo her spiritual ba-
rometer. She explains, He doesnt
understand evil, and is not tainted
by the world. He can sense when
something is not quite right. Its a
certain discernment that | don t quite
understand.

Continued on page 5
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HUG* EVENT LIVES UP TO HIS NAME

*His Unlimited Grace

By Debbie Forte, Job Coach
Center for Developmental
Disabilities (CDD)

ave you ever melted into

the welcoming arms of a

caring friend s embrace?

Jesus uses these precious
people to be His hands and feet on
earth. A heart-felt hug can express
interest, concern, acceptance, value
and empathy. As Christians, hugs
are a powerful way to communicate
the healing love and presence of
Christ in a way words sometimes
cannot.

On a sunny but frigid Saturday
afternoon in January, Friendship Un-
limited, a ministry to the develop-
mentally challenged, enthusiastically
hosted its second 3 1/2 hour Opera-
tion HUG event for friends with
special needs, ages 16 and up, from a
variety of homes and agencies in our
area. Many residents had never vis-
ited NBC before. Some hadn t been
to church in many years or ever! But
the Lord is faithful to come where
He is invited and to welcome us into
His presence with open arms.

HUG stands for His Unlimited Grace
and, with tears in their eyes, joy on
their faces and a dance in their step
when mouths could not express
words, about 210 friends, aides and
volunteers from all over Long Island
enjoyed a time of fun and fellow-
ship. This included worship, teach-
ing, games, crafts, a puppet show, a
delicious Italian lunch complete with
a luscious dessert catered by Paul
Jensen and serenaded by Off Shore
Four, areal barbershop quartet.
(And, yes, there were lots of hugs!)

Orientation for volunteers began at
9:45am and included practical infor-
mation (safety rules, assignments,
etc.) and was centered on a word of
exhortation (an encouragement) and
worship, to prepare our hearts to

serve Jesus and minister to those He
loves. It was obvious that coming to-
gether as His body in His power for
His glory and purpose was energiz-
ing and exciting, not only for me but
for the other volunteers around me.
It was refreshing to see people like
myself, from other congregations

as well as NBC, nding our place in
His body. The Holy Spirit knit us
together to cooperate with Him and
each other, while coordinating every
detail of the day.

We want this day to be a bridge for
people to connect with God in a per-
sonal way ..., ministry leader, Dave
Morsch explained, as we prepared
to greet the participants. Dave went
ontosaythat ...HUG isall about
connecting with God and one an-
other and having a really good time.
Many who are coming don t un-
derstand church or the Gospel, but
they know what they see in people.
They can receive the love from your
heart. How so like God to reach
out with arms of love to the hurting,
lonely, broken and lost through weak
but willing people who have ... his
light shine in our hearts... 2 Cor. 4:6
(NIV)

I saw His unlimited grace in action
throughout the day, as volunteers
moved out of comfort zones taking
the initiative to meet needs and min-
ister to people in special ways.

John Sandberg took time to thank
the staff for their labor, dedication
and caring hearts, in appreciation
for all their help. Usually these aides
are invisible, as they serve their cli-
ents. Volunteers diligently tended to
everyone who visited in gentle and
dignifying ways, serving even those
who were serving, encouraging all to
participate in the fun, fellowship and
to be themselves.

Creative air ourished during craft
time, as Sherry Natiello showed
participants how to design colorful
hand puppets, each one different
from the other. When | spoke with a
new friend, Andy, he showed off his
artwork, which was a bright, smiling

Rolf Walter (center) shares about God s
goodness with Dave Morsch, Gina Bilella
and HUG guests.

puppet with a bowtie. Shortly after,
a live puppet show, performed by
the Jensen family caught everyone s
attention, as the animated gures
began sharing about living for
Jesus. Some visitors held up their
own hand puppets as if to relate and
respond to their puppet buddies on
stage. | like this, giggled Jennifer,
as she watched Pastor Pete Jansson
drop a watermelon intoa sh tank

lled with water, during a game
called Does It Float? While par-
ticipants interacted with each other
as a team, to decide whether items
would sink or oat, friendships were
formed amid the fun and surprises.
(Yes, watermelons DO oat!)

Worship teacher Rob Lieb led us in
simple lyrics: Holy, Faithful, Full of
Mercy, Worthy of Praise. He helped
us understand that ...when we
say good things about Jesus, we re
making God Himself smile. He
loves to hear us praise and wor-

ship Him. It was evident the Lord
was meeting our friends where they
were, as opportunity was given
throughout the day for people to
receive His love with open arms, and
to demonstrate their love for Him.
While joyfully sharing his testimony
highlighting God s faithfulness to
him, Rolf Walter, from (UCP) Sally
Lane, encouraged all to Always be-
lieve in the Lord even when you are

Continued on page 5






