
FAMILY PROMISE
CATCHING UP WITH

I
n the March 2016 issue of (201), we
featured Family Promise of Bergen
County. The organization was originally
founded in 1986 as the Interreligious
Fellowship for the Homeless (IRF) to
assist the homeless, hungry, and needy.
IRF eventually became affiliated with the
national organization, Family Promise, in

2010. In 2016, the organization was celebrating
25 years of its Walk-In Dinner Program, in which
volunteers would cook and serve meals for the
homeless at a local shelter every night. We recent-
ly caught up with some of the key players in the
organization to get an update on its dinner pro-
gram, its efforts during COVID-19, and what
they have planned for the future.

30TH ANNIVERSARY OF
THE WALK-IN DINNER PROGRAM
In March, Family Promise celebrated the 30th

anniversary of its Walk-In Dinner Program. Since
1991, the organization has kept a promise to the
Bergen County community: Anyone who is in
need of a nutritious meal can have one, no
questions asked. The program has served
1.2 million dinners over the past three decades,
distributing just under 50,000 in 2020.
Traditionally held daily in the dining room of

the Bergen County Housing, Health, and Human
Services Center in Hackensack, the program
revamped its format last April when, as a
response to COVID-19, the county relocated
shelter residents to local motels.
Despite these major changes, Family Promise

volunteers have never missed a night of providing
food to those facing hunger, distributing
pre-packaged dinners to people who walk or drive
up to the center, and delivering meals to individu-
als who continue to live in motels. Currently, an
average of 150 meals are given out each night.
“Even a pandemic did not stop the Walk-In

Dinner Program from providing for our homeless
and hungry neighbors,” says Family Promise
Director of Volunteers Margo Heller. “Our
volunteers came to the rescue, ready to do
whatever was required for those in need.”

WORLD CENTRAL KITCHEN
In May 2020, Family Promise of Bergen

County began working with World Central
Kitchen to distribute meals in Englewood as part
of its Chefs for America initiative, whose aim is
to provide relief to communities devastated by
COVID-19. Local restaurants were enlisted to
prepare 400 to-go entrees five days a week; these

were then given by Family Promise volunteers
at St. Cecilia’s Church to guests through either
walk-up or drive-through methods. Starting in
July, 15-pound boxes of local produce were
also handed out weekly.
Initially set to last just two weeks, the ongoing

need for fresh, nutritious food became abundantly
clear, and the Family Promise program was
extended for five months. When it finally
wrapped up in October, Family Promise had
given out over 45,000 meals and 68 tons of
produce to the greater Englewood community.

COVID-19 RESPONSE
Prior to the pandemic, Family Promise

accomplished its mission to provide temporary
shelter to families experiencing homelessness
by having a network of houses of worship in
Bergen County host families in their facilities on a
rotating basis. But when the threat of COVID-19
worsened last March, the Family Promise
Network had to shutter to keep both volunteers
and guests safe.
Now, instead of being placed with the network,

families stay in hotels with kitchenettes so they
can isolate together safely. The organization

continues to house families in their New Leaf
apartments throughout the county. All families
in both programs attend financial education,
parenting, and personal empowerment workshops
online, and meet virtually with case managers
regularly. The nonprofit has also turned its focus
to homelessness prevention, offering rental
assistance and funding long-term stays in
family-friendly hotels.

LOOKING AHEAD TO THE FUTURE
The organization is looking for a new, larger

facility where it can serve more families. The
resources and space needed to do this will be
crucial once the eviction moratorium is lifted, as
the requirement to pay back rent that is owed to
landlords is expected to trigger a nationwide
housing crisis.
“Family Promise is very excited about moving

forward with our plans to acquire a single site
where families who become homeless can
benefit from shelter, services and stability,”
says executive director Kate Duggan. “I have
no doubt that our loyal supporters will be
behind this endeavor 100%.” ■

— JORAMMUSHINSKE
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DINNER IS SERVED Family Promise of Bergen County board, staff, and volunteers at the Walk-In Dinner in
2019. (From left) Olivia Carbonaro, Kate Duggan, Dan Boyer, Joanna Hanrahan, Roberta Knauer, Maria Suarez
and Paul Shackford.
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Family Promise of
Bergen County in
the March 2016
issue of (201).


