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Church in Bridgeport offers warm welcome to organ donors, recipients
Members of Messiah Baptist host inspiring 7th annual event
By Patricia Villers
BRIDGEPORT - Almost commonplace.
That thought occurred to me Saturday at an
emotional event with many other kidney recipients
and their donors.
April is National Donate Life Month.
For the second year my daughter Allegra and I
attended an inspiring program held at Messiah
Baptist Church.
“The Transplant Journey: Waiting for and Giving
the Gift of Life” was the seventh annual event
hosted by the Health and Wellness Ministry of the
church.
Joe Ann Meekins, a church deacon, is a kidney transplant recipient.
Guest speaker was Joyce Albert, R.N, Living Kidney Donor Transplant Coordinator at Yale-New Haven Hospital
Transplantation Center.
Joyce is a great person whose warmth demonstrates to all of her patients that she truly loves her work.
One of the highlights of the day for me was unexpectedly seeing my altruistic donor, West Hartford resident Robin
Gilmartin.
Article continues on P.2
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In May, 2017 Robin generously donated a kidney to anyone who needed one and she and I were a match. As it
turned out we were part of an historic 18-person kidney exchange.
As I said at the event and will always say, “I can never thank her enough.” Thanks to Robin I feel better than I had
for years before the transplant.
In addition to the many inspiring kidney recipients and donors’ stories, we heard from a few people who have liver
disease.
Unfortunately I couldn’t take any notes because Joyce had called all of us up to the front of the room to take turns
telling our own stories!
I’d like to thank all the members of the Health and Wellness Ministry for once again welcoming us to their church
for a wonderful program.
Read more about this wonderful event last year at the Valley-Voice newsletter HERE

Remember the 18-person
kidney exchange?
Starting on May 9 and
continuing through June 2017, a
historic 18 person kidney
exchange was performed at
Yale-New Haven Hospital. Robin
and Patricia began this lifeaffirming chain of events.
The Valley-Voice reported on the
amazing meet and greet of all
donors and recipients on July
28, 2017.
Read about it HERE:
See more about the event at the
article in the
New Haven Register
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Boys & Girls Club presents Lavietes Service to Youth awards
SHELTON – The Boys & Girls Club of the Lower Naugatuck Valley presented
Silvia Rodriguez and Karen Bentlage with Raymond P. Lavietes Service to
Youth Award.
This award is the highest honor the Club can present to an individual. It is
named for Club friend and supporter, Ray Lavietes. This award honors an individual or individuals worthy of
recognition due to their involvement in serving the youth of our community.
Silvia Rodriguez is Director of the Shelton Youth Services Bureau. She served as the Youth Service Bureau’s
Youth-2-Youth peer advocate advisor for 20 years. In 2017 she was promoted to Director.
For nearly the same amount of time, Silvia has
also worked closely with our Boys & Girls Club
as Coordinator for our Smart Moves program,
teaching Club members from 6-15 to “say no”
to negative influences through this weekly
program.
Silvia provided programming and mentorship
in both the Lavietes and Smilow Clubhouses.
Other accomplishments include:
• Amistad Academy in New Haven, where she
ran a life skills after school program.
• Derby-Shelton Rotary Club President from
2017-2018.
• Sits on the Governors Juvenile Justice
Advisory Committee for Connecticut
Business entrepreneur Karen Bentlage has
been honored Lavietes Service to Youth
Award“ for her involvement with our Boys &
Girls Club.

Mayors Mark Lauretti (L) Shelton, and Richard Dziekan, right, Derby, present Silvia
Rodriguez and Karen Bentlage (right) with proclamations they signed.

“Keeping kids off the streets in an environment that promotes and encourages success is an investment worth
making,” Bentlage said.
When asked to lead our Back-a-Kid campaign in 2015, she immersed herself in learning about the Club’s
programs and services. With this, she approached the community for their support. Under her leadership, the
revenue from our Back-a-Kid campaign more than doubled.
As a successful business owner, she offered her advice and guidance to our Club from her many years as president
of her own company, TK Ventures. Karen is currently a Regional Developer for the European Wax Centers.
Since joining our Board nearly ten years ago, Karen has volunteered her time for the Commodore Hull 5k Road
Race and Herbie Rollinson Memorial 5k Walk-Run.
Karen has been the recipient of numerous awards, including the Island Sun Times Lifetime Achievement Award
and the American Women’s Business Association’s Achievement Award.
Current memberships include:
• Connecticut Chapter of the Entrepreneurs Organization on their Board and President from 2013-2015.
• Junior Achievement Leader from 2004-2010 Exchange Club of Shelton, a Corporator and Business Advisory
• Board for Central Connecticut State University’s School of Business.
A Shelton native, Karen is also an award-winning Shelton Hall of Fame athlete. She and her husband reside in
Guilford.
This is from a press release by the Boys & Girls Club of the Lower Naugatuck Valley. Visit them at www.BGC-LNV.org
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