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NEWARK’S LEADING BLACK CLERGY, MAYOR BARAKA COLLECTIVELY AND PUBLICLY 
TAKE COVID-19 VACCINE TO RAISE CONFIDENCE AND CALL FOR MORE VACCINE FOR 

NEWARK’S BLACK COMMUNITY 

Metropolitan Baptist Church’s Willing Heart Community Center expects to offer COVID-19 vaccines in 
collaboration with Saint James Health every Wednesday 

NEWARK, NJ – February 15, 2021 – Reverend Dr. David Jefferson, Sr., Esq., Pastor of Metropolitan Baptist 
Church (MBC, Newark, N.J.), Honorable Mayor Ras J. Baraka, Debra Fraser-Howze Founder of Choose 
Healthy Life Black Clergy Action Plan and ministers representing 10 Newark churches in partnership with 
Saint James Health announced today their intent to be New Jersey’s first and largest faith-based vaccination 
program, to be located at MBC’s Willing Heart Community Care Center located on Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Blvd in Newark. To emphasize the importance and need in the community, Rev. Jefferson was one of 10 
leading Black clergy in the city of Newark to be publicly vaccinated at the center at the same time. 

The center is expecting to offer COVID-19 vaccinations in collaboration with Saint James Health on a weekly 
basis on Wednesdays once vaccine inventory is made available.  Already there are nearly 1,000 individuals 
from the community registered and on a waiting list. [Details on how to register follow]. Newark is the state’s 
largest city with 47% of its residents African American. According to the state’s vaccination data, only 3.5% of 
the COVID-19 vaccines so far have gone to African Americans. 

“Black people are dying of COVID-19 at rates twice as high than other population groups in America and that 
disparity is significantly higher right here in Newark.  We have been the hardest hit in the state and we should 
be provided with adequate vaccine for our community. The Black Church has a responsibility to its members 
and its communities to be a part of the solution to COVID – and the solution right now is vaccination,” said 
Rev. Jefferson. 

Rev. Jefferson was joined by leading Black clergy in Newark that included: Rev. Tim Adkins-Jones (Bethany 
Baptist Church), Rev. Vincent Rouse (Pleasant Grove Baptist Church), Rev. Omar McDowell (St Marks Free 
Will Baptist Church), Rev. Glenn Wilson (Pilgrim Baptist Church), Bishop Rudy Carlton (Jehovah Jireh Praise 
and Worship Center), Pastor Paul Valerius (City Hope Ministries), Pastor Javon Allen (Peace Temple Church of 
God and Christ), Rev. Samar Biggham (Greater Mt. Moriah Baptist Church) and Rev. Ralph Branch (Mt. 
Calvary Baptist Church).  

The ministers were joined by Mayor Baraka who called for more vaccines for his residents. 



The vaccinations, which will take place at Metropolitan Baptist Church’s Willing Heart Community Care 
Center, will be administered by Saint James Health, who also has been serving as the medical partner for 
COVID-19 Testing which is offered at the center on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.  Saint James Health 
has been administering COVID-19 testing for MBC at the Willing Heart Community Care Center since May 
2020 and to date has tested an estimated 2,400 residents at this location.  

“We must make sure that the vaccinations get to the right people in our community first,” said Nicole Fields, 
President and CEO of Saint James Health. “We have been extremely aggressive in our efforts to secure more 
COVID-19 vaccine so that we can expand our collaborative work with Metropolitan Baptist church to get the 
community vaccinated where it’s most needed.”   

Metropolitan Baptist Church and other leading Black churches in Newark are part of a historic initiative called 
the Choose Healthy Life (CHL) Black Clergy Action Plan.  CHL was launched in November 2020, to raise 
COVID-19 awareness, educate the community on preventative measures, provide access to COVID-19 testing 
and vaccination, all through the Black church – the oldest and most trusted institution in the Black community.  

Reverend Jefferson is a member of CHL’s National Black Clergy Health Leadership Council, along with co-
chairs Reverend Al Sharpton and Rev. Calvin O. Butts, III, U.S. Senator Rev. Raphael Warnock and over 50 
more leading Black Clergy in Detroit, Washington, D.C. and across the country who are collectively using their 
voices in their congregations and in the faith community to encourage African Americans to be vaccinated.   

“The Black church is the most trusted and influential institution in the Black community,” said Debra Fraser-
Howze, founder of the Choose Healthy Life Action Plan and an advisor to two U.S. Presidents on HIV and 
AIDS. The successful model behind the Action Plan was initially created and developed by Fraser-Howze to 
successfully combat the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the Black community in the 1990s. “We are proud to stand 
alongside Pastor Jefferson and the Black Clergy in Newark who are stepping up to help solve a public health 
crisis, just as the Black Church has done before in the past.” 

Rev. Jefferson said, “The history of vaccinations in the Black community has not been a positive one, but times 
have changed and we too should change the trajectory of our future starting now, and during Black History 
month, by being vaccinated and begin to save lives.”      

The Willing Heart Community Care Center is located at 555 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard.  Vaccines 
are expected to be administered weekly on Wednesdays. Individuals must either reside in Newark or work in 
Newark and need to register online at newarkvaccine.com. For more information call 973-789-8111.  

For more information about the Choose Healthy Life Black Clergy Action Plan visit them on line 
choosehealthylife.org. 
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