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ECC seeks ‘LIFT’ in bringing 
ballet to underprivileged youth
RON BITTNER
Special to the Telegram

In its efforts to bring cul-
tural and educational oppor-
tunities to homeless children 
and other underprivileged 
youth, Edgecombe Com-
munity College is asking the 
community for a big “LIFT.”

On Thursday evening, 
officials at ECC held an infor-
mational program, which 
included an appeal for sup-
port, ahead of the New York 
Theatre Ballet school’s stu-
dent workshop and free per-
formances slated for the 
community college’s Tarboro 
campus in early March.

As part of its outreach, 
the New York Theatre Bal-
let, founded in 1978, brings 
dance to underserved com-
munities by touring smaller 
cities across the United 
States. Its relationship with 
ECC dates to 2012, accord-
ing to Doneva Chavis, ECC’s 
cultural arts director. It has 
appeared in Tarboro nine 
times since then, and in 
recent years has come on an 
annual basis, except during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, 
she said.

Thursday’s presentation, 
attended by a small group of 
supporters from the commu-
nity, featured snippets of per-
formances by NYTB, along 
with the trailer for the docu-
mentary film “LIFT,” which 
focuses on the ballet com-
pany’s efforts to make dance 
education accessible to inner-
city youth who lack the finan-
cial wherewithal to pursue 
lessons on their own. Attend-
ees also saw a taped appeal 
from Steven Melendez, 
NYTB’s artistic director.

Released in 2022, “LIFT,” 
named for NYTB’s youth out-
reach program, tells the sto-
ries of Melendez, who grew 
up in a Bronx shelter, and 
three of his New York City 
students — Victor Abreu, 13; 
Yolanssie Cardona, 11; and 
Sharia Blockwood, 8 — who 
live in similar circumstances. 

The film shows how these 
students leverage ballet to 
change their lives and find 
their identities.

Chavis stressed the 
importance of bringing 
cultural education to local 
underserved youth with 
programs like the planned 
NYTB workshop and per-
formances. A graphic on 
the screen at ECC’s McIn-
tyre Auditorium showed 
that a full course of pri-
vate ballet lessons can run 
anywhere from $1,650 to 
$5,275.

“The costs can be out of 
reach” for many families, 
Chavis said. “If you think 
of children living in a shel-
ter or who are homeless, 
this is something they may 
never get to enjoy.”

Free instruction from 
NYTB’s outreach program 
will be offered to 900 local 
students on March 4, Cha-
vis said. Most students at 
the workshops are from 

Edgecombe County, Cha-
vis said, but others come in 
from Nash County and Pitt 
County. The workshop will 
be followed by a free per-
formance for the students 
on the afternoon of March 
4, and another free per-
formance, this one for the 
public, which will be held 
at 7 p.m. March 5 at the 
Astemo Center on the Tar-
boro campus.

However, since noth-
ing free is really free, Cha-
vis noted that the annual 
program runs an average 
$16,000 production cost for 
ECC. The visit “is only pos-
sible because of commu-
nity support,” Chavis said. 
“Please spread the word. 
... We try to advertise as 
best we can, but that is an 
expense.”

One way to keep those 
expenses down is to find 
local housing volun-
teers to host NYTB per-
sonnel during their week 

in Tarboro. Leda Kohler, 
treasurer of the Tar River 
Players theater company, 
is quarterbacking those 
efforts.

“There’s a group of indi-
viduals who live in the (Tar-
boro) Historic District that 
have been kind enough, on 
a regular basis, to open their 
homes,” Kohler said. “A lot 
of people in the Historic 
District have these relatively 
large homes, which was 
great when you were raising 
your large families, but now 
everybody’s grown up and 
moved away. ... And that 
helps the college because 
even though (the program 
is) free to the community, 
it’s not free to produce.”

Kohler said the program 
has gotten positive feedback 
from the dancers.

“They really appreciate 
the hospitality,” Kohler said. 
“They’re right there down-
town. and they can walk to 
the area businesses on Main 
Street, go get a cup of coffee 
or whatever.”

Local restaurants also help 
defray expenses by donat-
ing food for the visitors, Cha-
vis said.

Andrew Votipka, ECC’s 
chief financial officer, said the 
community has traditionally 
been very responsive to the 
ballet week.

“Support for it is heavy,” he 
said. “The community wants 
them to come back and has 
an expectation that they’ll be 
here.”

Attendance at the work-
shops and performances over 
the years has topped 14,000, 
he said.

“LIFT” can be viewed on 
Prime Video, Chavis said.

Those wishing to donate 
financially or support 
the outreach program in 
another way can contact 
Chavis at 252-618-6618. 
Those who want to serve as 
a host family can also go to 
tarriverplayers.org and fill 
out the “Contact us” form, 
Kohler said.

CALENDAR

Meeting: The Edgecombe 
and Nash County Juvenile 
Crime Prevention Councils 
meets on the third Tuesday 
of each month.

Special Event: The Rocky 
Mount Railroad Museum 
welcomes new and return-
ing memberships and dona-
tions for 2023. The museum 
is located in the Helen P. Gay 
Historic Rocky Mount Train 
Station. The membership 
fee is $25 and can be paid 
using PayPal or by mail to 
The Rocky Mount Railroad 
Museum, P.O. Box 94, Rocky 
Mount, NC 27802. For mem-
bership information or a 
form, contact Joyce Edwards 
Dantzler at 314-7811 or email 
president@ rmrailroad.org.

Special Event: The Joint 
Veterans Committee holds 
ceremonies throughout 
the year to honor veterans. 
A flag-raising ceremony is 
scheduled on the third Sat-
urday of the month, from 
December through April and 
also from June through Octo-
ber at Jack Laughery Park in 
Rocky Mount. A Memorial Day 
ceremony is set on the May 
holiday and a Veterans Day 
ceremony is scheduled to take 

place in November. There is 
no cost to a honor a deceased 
veteran but donations are 
accepted. For information or 
for an application, contact Jim 
Taylor at 557-2114.

Special Event: Hick-
ory View Missionary Baptist 
Church, 3911 Bulluck School 
Road, will hold Sunday School 
at 9:45 a.m. and worship ser-
vices at 11 a.m. on the first 
through fourth Sunday of 

each month. The church holds 
Bible Study at 7 p.m. Wednes-
days on the conference call 
line at 657-390-4939.

Special Event: The Down 
East Partnership for Children 
will hold “Circle of Parents,” a 
support group for parents of 
children birth through 18 with 
special needs, from 6-8 p.m. 
in-person and 6:30-8 p.m. vir-
tual meetings on Mondays. 
For information, contact Iris 

Ray at 985-4300, ext. 205 or 
email iray@depc.org.

Meeting: The Emily Ellis 
Stroke Support Group meets 
at 3:30 p.m. on the fourth 
Tuesday of each month at 
the Bryant T. Aldridge Reha-
bilitation Centre on the 
Nash UNC Campus. Guests 
asked to come through the 
main entrance for a COVID 
screening. No registration is 
required.

Have an event coming up? Email it to news@rmtelegram.com.
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People process in the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. commemorative march on the federal 
holiday honoring the slain civil rights leader. The march began at St. James Temple Missionary 
Baptist Church off McNair Road and went to Edgecombe Community College. At ECC’s 
Fleming Building, the yearly Lunch with the King celebration was held, with Christopher 
McCoy, a motivational speaker who is also a Tarboro native, being the guest speaker.
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Andrew Votipka, Edgecombe Community College’s chief 
financial officer, discusses the community support for the 
New York Theatre Ballet school’s student workshop and free 
performances slated for the Tarboro campus in early March. 
The workshop and performances have become something 
of an annual tradition.

Oh, that you had lis-
tened to my commands! 
Then you would have had 
peace flowing like a gen-
tle river and righteousness 
rolling over you like waves 
in the sea.

- Isaiah 48:18

The message sent to 
Judah while in cap-
tivity in Babylon 

was true then and is true 
now. God is telling us 
what we can expect if we 
choose to listen to Him.

God had called out 
many times through the 
prophets to urge Judah 
to turn away from their 
idols and return to Him. 
They refused to listen 
and ended up in a for-
eign land with their 
homeland destroyed.

It is in our best inter-
est to pay heed when 
God speaks to us. It is in 
our best interest to read 
His word, understand 
the commands and obey 
them. The reward for lis-
tening is great, both now 
and for eternity.

Peace flowing like a 
gentle river. Have you 
ever sat by a river and 
watched it gently flow 
downstream? It flows 
steadily, gently on with-
out stopping. Just watch-
ing it gives you a feeling 
of peace.

But the peace God 
offers here, Shalom, is a 
completeness and well 
being in every part of 
your life. This peace 
cannot be shattered by 
the ups and downs of 
life or its tragedies. It is 
a peace that comes from 
the God of all peace and 
dwells deep inside.

It is an assurance that 
no matter what comes 
our way, God will be 
with us and give us His 
peace as we travel on our 
path. It is an assurance 
that all will be well in the 
end. It is an assurance 
that our peace will flow 
gently, steadily without 
end.

Righteousness roll-
ing over you like waves 
in the sea. It seems to 
me that as a result of a 
right relationship with 
God, His righteousness 
will roll over us like sea 
waves. The waves of the 
sea are powerful, never 
failing and overwhelm-
ing. They completely 
cover you and soak you 
through.

They 
may even 
sweep 
you off 
your feet. 
They are 
refresh-
ing. So are 
the bless-

ings of God on those 
who truly seek Him and 
desire to do His will. The 
blessings may not be 
material, although they 
can be, but more often it 
is the richness of a close 
relationship with God.

The blessings of God 
and a harmonious rela-
tionship with Him will 
result in good and righ-
teous deeds. That is 
what God requires of us: 
a right relationship with 
Him and a right rela-
tionship to others.

Micah 6:8 tells us, “He 
has shown you, O man, 
what is good; And what 
does the Lord require of 
you But to do justly, To 
love mercy, And to walk 
humbly with your God?”

Because Judah turned 
a deaf ear when God 
urged them to turn from 
their sin, they were sent 
into a land far from 
home, to a people who 
didn’t care about them, 
to a people who didn’t 
worship their God. If 
they had only listened, 
they would have been 
spared a lot of heartache 
and trouble.

There have been times 
in my life when I was not 
living like God wanted. 
Things would happen 
in my life over and over. 
It took me too long to 
understand that God 
was trying to push me 
back on the right track.

Maybe you have had 
the same experience in 
your life. God will keep 
trying to get His peo-
ple to do the right thing. 
He knows His way is the 
only way to have peace, 
joy and blessing. His 
way is the only way that 
is the right way and that 
is what is best for us.

I want those waves 
to wash over me and 
soak me through and 
through. Don’t you?

Sylvia Hughes is a longtime Sun-
day School and women’s Bible 
study teacher and a retired news-
paper editor. She can be reached 
at blameditations@gmail.com.

ON HIS WORD

Like a river, peace 
rolls in waves

SYLVIA 
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