Culinary Institute of America Extern Emmanuel Neal Shares His Inspiration For Food Is Medicine


This year, Food & Friends was delighted to have Emmanuel Neal with us for a semester for an externship through the Culinary Institute of America (CIA). We sat down with Emmanuel at the close of his educational experience with Food & Friends to get his thoughts on Food Is Medicine, the role of chefs in society, and what he shared in common with Executive Chef Rasheed Abdurrahman, a CIA alum. Rasheed joined at the end of the interview to celebrate Emmanuel at the close of his externship.

Tell us about yourself, where you are from, and the externship program you are doing through the Culinary Insitute of America (CIA).  

My name is Emmanuel Neal.  I spent my high school years in California, but I also like to claim Brooklyn, New York as my place of origin, because I spent eight years living there with my mother. So, I am an east-coast, west-coast kid.  

Currently, I am attending the Culinary Institute of America – the CIA – up in Hyde Park, NY, near Poughkeepsie, and that is why I am here at Food & Friends because every student completes an externship as part of the program. It is a full semester, where you work in a restaurant, culinary business, or similar establishment anywhere in the world. I chose Food & Friends.  

What made you choose Food & Friends? 

I admire the Food & Friends mission and the unique way they design, prepare, and deliver food for people with medical issues. The idea of medically tailored meals and the organization’s drive are both important to me. This work is something I would like to pursue in the future as well.  

What did you learn about medically tailored meals while you were here, and how did your experience differ from your overall culinary training at the CIA? 

There were a lot of differences. At the CIA, there is a lot of focus on classical preparations and fine-dining techniques. There is some focus on high-volume production and community outreach, but not as much as what goes on at Food & Friends.  

I learned so much. The mission is what came through the most, and all the aspects of how the community comes together, and the things you need to factor in, like funding. The volunteers are also a massive aspect of the operations.  

Chefs are being recognized more in the mainstream for the significant role they play as community leaders. What are some of the ways you see chefs making a substantial difference in society? 

Chefs set the example for how to prepare food, and how to balance nutrition. There is more of a culture now of celebrity chefs doing amazing things. One obvious example is what Jose Andres is doing with World Central Kitchen. There are so many chefs giving back and helping people who do not always have the best access to food and proper nutrition.  

I respect that and chefs like that are who we should all aspire to be. They are leading and giving back to the community. As chefs, we all have a duty to find the best ways we can to directly nourish people because that is what food is all about.  

We can celebrate all the amazing things people do in the fine-dining community, but it is all about making people happy and making sure we all nurtured on this planet.  

You were here during a record year at Food & Friends where we prepared, packaged, and home-delivered 1.9 million medically tailored meals to neighbors with life-challenging illnesses. What can you say about what kept you motivated and dedicated?  

I love what I am doing. If you love your work, you will excel. Knowing that we were giving back to the community kept me motivated. Even though I must wake up at 5:30 every day and hop on the bus sometimes in freezing weather, the reward is in doing what I love and knowing I am making a difference. It is a lot of work. Staff and volunteers were doing 6,000 medically tailored meals a day, all of the prep and portioning, but it was worth all of the effort to see the impact we had.  

Executive Chef Rasheed Abdurrahman is also a graduate of the Culinary Institute of America. What commonalities did you share in your experience with the CIA? What did it mean to work with a fellow graduate who has ascended to a leadership position like this?  

Rasheed is a great chef. It has been wonderful working with him and reporting to him. It was amazing to see the CIA training applied in real-time and in real life. He is a role model because I got to see how I could be in the future if I continue my training.  

One of the things that represented the CIA was his emphasis on food safety and exacting standards, drilled into us in our training. As a leader, Rasheed is very on top of things and detail-oriented, he is thorough and always makes sure his kitchen is running smoothly, and functioning to the Food & Friends standards.  

What is one dish that stood out to you?  

I have to say the Food & Friends Chicken Florentine because it is one of my favorite dishes, and fun to prepare. You have this delicious stew of chicken, spinach, cream, and parmesan. But I would also say the new Harvest Bowl and Sunshine Bowl that the Food & Friends dietitians and chefs recently designed also really stand out.  

They bring diverse blends of grains, fruits, and vegetables. They are tasty and fun to make because of all the different ingredients. You are assembling something and getting these perfect ratios. They really have the CIA touch in that way. Then there is this nutrition and health aspect that comes together to make dishes that are quite beautiful.  

Any concluding thoughts to share with our readers?  

If you care at all about giving back to the community, you should check out Food & Friends. If you are not close enough to volunteer, educate yourself. They are providing so much to our neighbors across D.C., Maryland, and Virginia.  

Executive Chef Rasheed Abdurrahman



How did this externship come to be, and how did we become so fortunate to have Emmanuel with us for a semester?  

I am a graduate of CIA, so I know about their externship. I contacted them and asked if we could host an extern, and they said yes. We had to apply and commit to covering all the bases for their training. Then it is up to the student to apply.  

So, what was your first impression of Emmanuel when he showed up for his first day? 

One thing about the culinary field is, you never really know what kind of chef you are going to get until they show up and start working. My first impression of Emmanuel is that he fits in very nicely. He knew when to take the lead, and he knew when to fall back and take direction.  

Emmanuel is just 19, and that is hard to do if you have never worked with an existing team and are unfamiliar with the space. So, for him to be able to do what he did at his age is remarkable. I knew we had something special when I saw how quickly he adjusted.  

Can you talk about his work ethic here over these past few months? 

One thing my Associate Executive Chef Trevor Mullings pointed out to me is that Emmanuel was not on his phone much like a lot of young people these days. Every day, he was here, fully present, and working. I noticed it myself. That is commendable.  

We also noticed that he takes direction very well. He thinks forward and can work both with a group and independently. He used to work on a farm and in that setting, he worked with a lot of people. I could see that aspect of his learning experience in what he brought to Food & Friends.  

Emmanuel credited you as someone he looks up to as an exemplary role model and leader. Is there anything about the CIA that instills that kind of responsibility in their students to exemplify leadership?  

Everyone has a unique experience, but my CIA experience came when I was older. I paid for all the tuition, books, and uniforms myself, so I knew I had to make the most of it.  

The CIA is a very comprehensive school. They do not just teach you to be a chef but to have a deeper appreciation of food. They show you how to make the world better. Food has so many different meanings. You can build armies, nourish a country, and you can make people feel better. That is what Food & Friends does. The CIA teaches you the fundamentals of cooking and it is a little like being in the military, the training is very thorough and emphasizes the bigger picture.  

Emmanuel has expressed interest in working in the Food Is Medicine space in the future. Could you see a position for him here down the road?  

Of course! If he were to come back, we would have garnered even more experience. We would love to have him here if a position becomes available after he graduates.  

Emmanuel talked about how he saw the CIA influence on your dishes like the Chicken Florentine, and the new Harvest and Sunshine Bowls. Can you talk about how your training at these elite levels shows up in our meals?  

What we do is simple in some ways, and complicated in others. There are many layers to creating a successful medically tailored meal. The CIA teaches you not to overcomplicate. Wherever you go in the world, everyone cooks the same. You are either braising, boiling, steaming, sautéing, or frying.  

The difference comes from the cultural factors and the ingredients a person has on-hand. If I happen to be in Vietnam, I will have things like lemongrass, fresh shrimp, and abundant herbs. If I walk through Iowa, I will have corn, potatoes, tomatoes, and beef. But good cooking techniques are the same in both places. It is how you approach it, and what you have available that influences the dishes – but it is also the chef’s imagination.  

This year 93% of the clients served by Food & Friends said they would recommend the meals and the service to friends and family. How does that kind of feedback from clients make you feel?  

You know, I was incredibly happy to hear that. It means a lot to my team to know the work we do is appreciated. But we are just one part of this cause. We are one spoke in this amazing wheel here. What makes Food & Friends special, and what makes our meals so special is all the work people do in addition to the kitchen.  

From the delivery drivers, volunteers, client services team, and dietitians. We all do this excellent work in conjunction. In the kitchen, we make things that promote health and are tasty for the clients. But we all come together to create the whole experience.  

It is not just the chefs, but when we hear that feedback, we chefs really do appreciate it!  

Is there anything you would like to add about Emmanuel or any concluding thoughts for our readers? 

If you had a chance to work with him, you would already know what an awesome guy he is. I feel blessed that we had the opportunity to host someone from a culinary school that I love. When I retire, I hope he is here taking over my job. You know, you might be reading a story about our next Executive Chef!  

 

 


Video: Food & Friends Demonstrates Our Newest Medically Tailored Meal
Food & Friends recently had the opportunity to demonstrate our newest medically tailored meal, the Sunshine Bowl, for the Bipartisan Policy Center’s (BPC) Healthy Eating Rx: Improving Nutrition Through Health Care event.

Watch the video to see Food & Friends colleagues Becca Kahn, MA, RD, LD, nutrition services director, Rasheed Abdurrahman, executive chef, and Trevor Mullings, associate executive chef, demonstrating how we design and prepare this nourishing meal tailored for people with life-challenging illnesses.



The official definition of Medically Tailored Meals (MTM’s) from the Food Is Medicine Coalition is as follows:

Medically tailored meals are delivered to individuals living with severe illness through a referral from a medical professional or healthcare plan.  Meal plans are tailored to the medical needs of the recipient by a Registered Dietitian Nutritionist (RDN), and are designed to improve health outcomes, lower cost of care, and increase patient satisfaction. 


At Food & Friends, we design, prepare, and home-deliver 12 different medically tailored meal plans. Each plan includes a variety of delicious, freshly prepared, medically tailored meals. We also provide one-on-one nutrition counseling with our team of registered dietitians, and connect our neighbors to a compassionate community of caring volunteers who home-deliver the meals. The goal is to make sure our neighbors with life-challenging illnesses have the specific nutrition they need, and are supported by a caring community.

The results are clear: improved physical and mental health for patients, fewer emergency room visits, and system-wide healthcare cost savings for all. While Food & Friends has no income requirement for our services, the people we serve are most often socially, culturally, and economically diverse. The provision of medically tailored meals, combined with a compassionate community of staff and volunteers, is a direct intervention that helps address nutrition inequities. 93% of the neighbors Food & Friends served in 2023 said they would recommend our meals and services to family and friends.

The Healthy Eating Rx: Improving Nutrition Through Health Care event covered policies that address increasing nutrition education and access to Food is Medicine interventions for those with diet-related diseases. Speakers included; Bill Frist, MD, former majority leader, U.S. Senate, Dan Glickman, former secretary of agriculture, Donna E. Shalala, former secretary of HHS, Ann Veneman, former secretary of agriculture, Kofi Essel, MD, FIM director, Elevance Health and Lauri Wright, Ph.D., president, Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (AND).

 


Emily Gerlach, Dietitian from Whitman-Walker On Her Experience Referring Patients to Food & Friends


Emily Gerlach, MS, RDN, LD is a registered dietitian with Whitman-Walker. The community health partnership between Whitman-Walker and Food & Friends began in the early years of the AIDS epidemic. Whitman-Walker is a first responder and care provider for those living with HIV; a leader in LGBTQ care and advocacy; and a research center working to discover breakthroughs in HIV treatment and prevention science.

We sat down with Emily to reflect on her five years of service with Whitman-Walker, explore how our work intertwines, and discuss the positive impact we can have on patients through mindful, intentional partnership, and excellent service.

Please share more about your background and your work with Whitman-Walker.

As a registered dietitian in primary care, I see patients for various conditions. Whitman-Walker specializes in HIV and LGBTQIA+ care. We have a lot of folks who are dealing with the side effects of HIV and HIV medication, and treatment protocols.

We often help people with nausea, vomiting, issues with weight changes, poor appetite, digestive issues, and things like that.

In our LGBTQIA+ population, disordered eating is common. I run a co-op called Eat & Engage with one of our therapists. We focus on eating lunch as a group, where we discuss intuitive eating and eating disorders.

I work with people with a broad range of conditions in individual counseling such as diabetes, kidney disease, heart and cardiovascular issues, digestive problems, and weight management. I also run diabetes self-management education annually. We help folks with diabetes better manage their illness.

I have been with Whitman-Walker for five years now. Previously, I worked in sub-acute care, which was great for establishing clinical skills. My favorite thing about Whitman-Walker has been the chance to have meaningful relationships with the people we care for and truly get to know my patients. The relationships we have go deeper than acute and sub-acute care. Whitman-Walker is a great fit for me.

Can you talk about your experience referring patients to Food & Friends?

Yes, absolutely! So, you all are amazing. Food & Friends has been such a lifeline for so many of our patients with life-challenging illnesses. Many people we serve are food insecure for assorted reasons. It is vital to have medically tailored meal options for folks with limited mobility issues who may have no way to get to the grocery store or physically prepare their meals.

The patients we serve often deal with complex medical histories and require specialized therapeutic care. Some require a modified diet, and they need the options Food & Friends provides.

I have heard from a lot of my patients that they feel helpless at times. It is tricky when dealing with physical limitations. People with life-challenging illnesses have a lot to consider when making food decisions. It can be overwhelming, so to have the option of Food & Friends is wonderful for our patients.

And it is not only for the reasons I have mentioned, medically tailored diets, the fundamental access to food, but also that personal connection to your volunteers and staff. A lot of people may feel isolated and alone, especially when they are homebound with physical limitations. It is nice for them to have a connection. I know people who love their volunteers who come to deliver the Food & Friends meals. They also love the phone calls with the dietitians and client services teams at Food & Friends.

I do not even have the words to describe how helpful Food & Friends has been for our patients. The referral process has always been seamless. Over the years, I have worked with many different intake coordinators and recertification coordinators, and everyone has been wonderful and always willing to help make it work for our patients.

What stands out to me is kindness and compassion. With Food & Friends, not only am I being treated well as a partner, but also my patients are being treated with so much compassion and kindness. I know the people at Food & Friends have the best intentions, and they want to make things work for as many people as possible, and that translates into everything Food & Friends does.

For-profit companies are investing in the provision of medically tailored meals as a business venture. But often, their meals are watered-down and do not include access to registered dietitians. Can you talk about the importance of nutrition counseling in combination with medically tailored meals?

Nutrition counseling only goes so far when a person does not have access to the right food or if they are unable to prepare those foods. There is only so much you can do with the information. When you marry the actual food with nutrition counseling, patients can have success in their nutrition-related goals. The combination of nutritious food and access to a dietitian is an integral part of effective care plans for patients.

What do your patients tell you about Food & Friends?

The overwhelming majority of people share how incredibly grateful they are. That is the biggest thing we hear; they talk about how much Food & Friends relieves their stress.

So many people talk about how excited they are when Thanksgiving rolls around. That is a big favorite for our patients. I get so many calls about that. They talk about how lucky they feel to be able to invite all their kids and their relatives over to share a special meal.

One person shared how much they appreciated it because they could no longer prepare food, and they had lost their partner and did not have access to a caretaker. The theme that shines through is the gratitude they feel for having one less thing to worry about.

What are some common barriers to health and proper nutrition that patients of Whitman-Walker are experiencing?

One of the biggest things is the cost of care, access to health care, food, and their feeling of safety in getting to medical appointments. Mobility, transportation, and access to proper care and nutrition can be systemic barriers.

Other things play a factor, like housing issues, spotty access to a kitchen, and sometimes people live in group settings where they do not always feel comfortable cooking meals, or they do not have the right tools. Your meal program is so helpful for those patients.

Do you have anything else to share with our readers?

I want to thank you all again. I have worked with so many folks at Food & Friends over the years, and I have never encountered someone unpleasant. They are so warm, and they want so badly to help our patients.


Fall Gatherings with Food & Friends Supporters
We were pleased to invite our dedicated supporters on-site this fall, starting with our Bread & Butter Club Breakfast Reception. A group of supporters who make a monthly donation to our mission visited us for a special breakfast reception on September 23rd. The event featured a tour of the Food & Friends facility, networking with fellow supporters, and a chance to meet Executive Director Carrie Stoltzfus, MPH. Carrie shared our work within the Food is Medicine Coalition in advocating for national recognition and support of Food & Friends and partner organizations around the U.S. that provide medically tailored meals and medical nutritional therapy.

Then on October 17th, we welcomed members of our Giving Circles to our first Taste of Fall Reception. The evening highlighted Food & Friends’ Slice of Life Campaign and featured engaging cooking demonstrations by Jenna Huntsberger, founder of Whisked! by Jenna and our very own Executive Chef Rasheed and Assistant Executive Chef Trevor Mullings.



Guests had a chance to sample pies by WHISKED!, our official Slice of Life baker. Jenna shared her signature Pie Crust recipe and Chef Rasheed’s Mediterranean quinoa salad, made with ingredients from the Mediterranean diet promoted for clients with heart health issues, were hits with the group. Watch our social media for outtakes from the evening’s demos!



It was a joy to welcome back long-term friends and new supporters to learn more about program enhancements post-pandemic and our continued advocacy for Food Is Medicine alongside national leaders. If you are interested in learning more and/or joining one of Food & Friends’ Giving Circles, you can click here or contact Donor Relations Manager Elgin Martin at emartin@foodandfriends.org or (202) 269-6883.

 


Remembering and Honoring Mickie Ballotta: A Tribute by Food & Friends
       Michele ‘Mickie’ Ballotta was best known to the world as a passionate advocate and fundraiser who dedicated herself to human rights, essential healthcare services, breast cancer research, and children in need. During her tenure at Food & Friends, Mickie served as the organization’s first Development Director from 1991 to 1999, and later as Director of the affiliated Tour de Friends. 

       To those closest to her, Mickie is remembered for the tight-knit surrogate families she built wherever she went. “I know her probably first as my boss, right? But then she was my mentor, and a friend, and a sister, and a mother, and you know, a BFF. And ultimately all those things,” recalls former colleague Keri Schoenthaler, “The way she led our team, we were like a little family, it almost felt like she was like the mom.” 

       Her knack for people made her the right fit to lead development during the early years of Food & Friends, which was still finding its footing amid the ongoing HIV/AIDS crisis. “She was very nurturing in her own way. She liked all the people all the crazy personalities and the many moving parts,” said Suzanne McMahon, who was hired into Food & Friends’ Development Department by Mickie in 1995. “She was a big personality – very colorful, quite a character.” 

       Mickie also had the instincts needed to help build a financial foundation for Food & Friends that extended beyond its roots in DC’s historic gay community. “I think she was very much a part of and felt very connected to the gay community and Food & Friends was so connected to that. She understood that, and she brought that into it. And she also understood that we needed to go beyond the gay community for our support, and she knew how to bridge that gap,” said Schoenthaler. 

       After almost a decade at Food & Friends, Mickie left and continued her career in fundraising, before returning to run Tour de Friends in 2002, leading and organizing the multi-state AIDS ride. Many of Mickie’s former staff returned with her to support the popular fundraiser. “Community was why Food & Friends was always such a dear spot for her, close to her heart,” explained Schoenthaler. 

       Growing up, Mickie lived with her Aunt Grace and Cousin Cookie in New Jersey, later attending high school in Suitland, MD, and college at Trinity University in Washington, D.C. After college, she worked as an American Sign Language interpreter at Gallaudet University and later at the Human Rights Campaign.  

       Outside of work, Mickie was passionate about her rescue dogs, including a line of Jack Russell terriers. She was always excited about decorating friends’ new spaces, “She had the office super decorated – it looked like somebody’s living room,” McMahon said. “When I was moving into a new apartment, she was like, ‘Let’s go, I’m taking you to IKEA. We’re going to get you all hooked up!’ She was HGTV before it existed.” 

       Mickie found peace spending summers at the beach, as Schoenthaler recalls, “She had on her desk a picture that she took like she was on the beach, facing the ocean. And you could see her toes, that she had a pedicure or something. And when I think of Mickie, I always think of that picture. That’s where she’d want to be.” 

       Above all, Mickie will be remembered for the love she poured into those around her, “I think she really valued her people. I just think of our team at Food & Friends – it was like a family to her. We were like her kids, and she felt responsible for us.” 

       Mickie passed away on June 24th at the age of 67 in Seaford, MD. A service honoring Mickie’s life will be held October 13th at Food & Friends.




 



Celebrating Hispanic Heritage Month

For Hispanic Heritage Month, we’re highlighting leaders who’ve made a remarkable impact on Food & Friends. By telling the stories of the family members who inspire them, we celebrate the prosperity, power, and progress of Hispanic Americans.

Food & Friends is the only community-based organization in the D.C. region providing home-delivered medically tailored meals and medical nutrition therapy to our neighbors living with cancer, HIV/AIDS, and other serious illnesses. The stories of those we are honoring have common threads; hard-working families making a powerful positive impact in the United States, while building prosperous legacies.

Maria S. Gomez founded Mary’s Center with a group of health advocates and the DC Mayor’s Office on Latino Affairs in 1988 to help immigrant women fleeing war and poverty in Central America. Mary’s Center began to refer their patients to Food & Friends, and we continue to advance our partnership today. Mary’s Center is an important referral partner, committed to quality healthcare and stronger communities, and we are proud to provide their patients with medically tailored meals, and nutrition counseling.

“My mother raised me as a single parent. She made a choice to travel with me from Colombia to guarantee that I had the opportunity to attend college. I remember her always working two full-time jobs 16-20 hours a day and praying that her words, how she led her life, and the community around us would look after me while she provided an extremely humble but safe home, inside our four walls. She would often say, ‘When you go to college – not if – choose a career that will make children coming behind you proud, inspired, and better off than you will ever be.'”

– Maria S. Gomez, Founder of Mary’s Center and 2012 Presidential Citizens Medal honoree











 

Board member Fernando Garcia is the dynamic leader of MetroNando, known as one of the most personable, talented, and professional real estate agents in the region. He can often be found volunteering in the kitchen at Food & Friends or helping shepherd our organization to greater impact across the community through his stalwart and visionary board service.

“There is no question about who has most inspired me, Hispanic or otherwise. My late mother, Blanca, continually impressed upon me the importance of education. The most powerful lesson came at 15, when I spent a summer packing boxes at a factory where she worked as a bookkeeper. At the end of the summer, she instructed me to take those three months of minimum wages and buy school clothes and supplies for my three younger siblings for the coming year. “If you don’t go to college, this is what the end of every summer will feel like.”

We four boys of hers were the first in the extended family (Mom was the youngest of 12 children) to get college degrees, thanks in no small part to her. Years later, in her early 50s, working as a bookkeeper at the University of New Mexico, where all her boys earned their bachelor’s degrees, she went back to school and earned her very own accounting degree. She was so proud! She will forever be my inspiration to strive.”

– Fernando Garcia, VP Residential Sales | RLAH, MetroNando Real Estate











 

Food & Friends has 13 staff working in kitchen, grocery and expediting operations. Through their combined work and the support of caring donors and 3,000 dedicated volunteers, Food & Friends will prepare, package and home deliver 1.9 million medically tailored meals in 2023. Our baker is Adan Cortez, who brings decades of experience and a flair for creativity, often making delightful treats for volunteers.

When we were seeking a new Expediting Assistant, Adan encouraged his son Bryan to apply. Bryan is a sophomore at the University of Maryland, studying communications and interested in work in the nonprofit sector.

“Growing up in a small immigrant family with no close relatives and no support besides my father has been challenging. It has, however, taught me a lot about what it means to “be a man” or have responsibilities. My dad has always pushed me to be the best that I can, and all I needed was to see him as an example.

He always said “Hay que echarle ganas a la vida, porque nadie te va regalar nada.” Meaning, you have to push forward in life because nothing is going to be handed to you.

He came to this country with nothing – no family, no acquaintances, nowhere to live or go, and the constant fear of possibly being deported for just wanting to have a better life. He always worked late nights and extra jobs whenever he could – and always did more than was required. Like many latino households, he was the only parent working. My mom battled illnesses that prevented her from holding any jobs. It inspired me to see how he would sometimes not even eat or get enough rest, just for his sons and his wife.

Chef Adan Cortez, my father, has been the pinnacle of what it means to be a real man, and most importantly, my father. Gracias por todo papa, Tú eres mi inspiración.

– Bryan Cortez, Food & Friends expediting assistant
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Marilyn Turner Celebrates 15 Years at Food & Friends
In 2006, when Marilyn Turner stepped into the Food & Friends kitchen for the first time, she knew she had found a special place. “I was working for an organization that had a community service committee and we picked Food & Friends for a volunteer night. And I was at that time wanting to find a place to volunteer more regularly, so when we walked through the kitchen, I knew that that was the place.” 

Now, as she celebrates her 15th anniversary with Food & Friends, Marilyn recalls how she made the transition from volunteer to staff, “I loved cooking for a long time and just the feeling I got walking through the kitchen and helping. I called up the Volunteer Services team the next week and I became a Monday night volunteer for close to two years before I moved over to be on staff.” 

Marilyn had been working at the D.C. Jewish Community Center up to then, “My whole career has been part of development teams and specifically with individual donors. So, when I saw the job opening that aligned with what I was doing, I thought this is my chance to be here.” 

 



 

“I started as the Major Gifts Manager, but then of course my role has evolved and expanded over time,” explains Marylin, now director of development, individual philanthropy.   

She attributes her long-time dedication to the “Big Three” that have kept her coming back for 15 years: the mission, the team, and Food & Friends’ supporters.  

“One, the mission. The impact we make, getting to walk through the kitchen and see every day the work that gets done is really inspiring. And then of course the team here, both within development and the broader organization. The collaboration and the work together, just our collective commitment to make sure that the clients get their food every day. And then the other is our supporters, donors and volunteers. They are amazing people I feel really privileged I get to work with and get to know,” says Marilyn.  

Supporters of Food & Friends are the lifeblood of the organization, especially through the immediate impact and long-term aftereffects of the pandemic, “It’s been really amazing through the pandemic and afterwards how our supporters have really responded to the need and the growth we’ve been experiencing.” 

“Every time we put out a call for special kitchen equipment or helping us install the refrigerator and the freezer, Food & Friends’ dedicated supporters have shown up,” says Marilyn. “We’ve grown almost 50% in two years – that would not be possible without our donors making sure we can meet the needs of the demand we’ve been facing.”  

Outside of her time at Food & Friends, Marilyn continues to enjoy cooking, as well as spending time hiking, exploring, and sampling local cultural events. 

Even apart from the office, Marilyn’s hobbies reflect her commitment to community-focused work, “I’m also involved in my neighborhood’s park and community garden; I just joined the board in January. We are the Friends of Noyes Park, which is a public park on Franklin Street NE in the Brookland neighborhood. We are stewards of the park. We advocate to make sure maintenance gets done, coordinate events and the community garden, and work with the gardeners to make sure it’s a really nice place for the community.” 

 


Highlights: The International AIDS Candlelight Memorial Observance at Food & Friends
On Wednesday, May 17 we convened as a community to observe the 2023 International AIDS Candlelight Memorial in the Garden of Gratitude at Food & Friends. The theme for the international event this year was “Spread Love and Solidarity to Build Stronger Communities.” By gathering, we provided an opportunity for those closest to the movement to share personal reflections, and for those less familiar to gain insights into the history of the epidemic.

Event attendees shared deeply personal accounts of the losses and triumphs surrounding the lives of persons living with HIV/AIDS and their caregivers. Leaders from Food & Friends, including Carla Gorrell, our founder, Craig Shniderman, Immediate Past Executive Director, Carrie Stoltzfus, MPH, Executive Director and Andrew Jones, a current client living with HIV, and community activist, each provided rich context, personal stories, and observations that connected the past to the present.



Poet Kirsten Porter read her original poem “All Of You” written for the 2023 International AIDS Candlelight Memorial observance at Food & Friends. Kirsten is the editor and literary assistant for writer and literary activist E. Ethelbert Miller, who personally recommended that Kirsten attend to read his seminal poem “We Embrace”, along with her original poem. Kirsten’s poem was written in honor of the caregivers and loved ones of persons living with HIV/AIDS.



The Gay Men’s Chorus of Washington, D.C. performed and beautifully sang a selection of moving songs pertinent to the movement. They chose “In My Life” by The Beatles, “I Will Always Love You” by Dolly Parton, and “Make Them Hear You” by Lynn Ahrens and Stephen Flaherty. Each song expressed emotions about the epidemic, the people who experience it, and the lives of those we lost.



Craig Shniderman, Immediate Past Executive Director, contextualized the event and the story of Food & Friends with his remarks.

He said, “Food & Friends is in fact an antidote to despair. Despair is a consequence, or a side-effect, of the pandemic — or the AIDS epidemic — that needs to be battled. Food & Friends does that every day.”



Founder Carla Gorrell remembered the founding of Food & Friends in 1988, in a time when we lost every client to AIDS, along with many early staff members, and volunteers. “We were living with constant grief and loss, and sometimes you didn’t have a chance to grieve the way we really do, but like the Gay Men’s Chorus sang today, we loved them all.” She added, “we had to balance that loss with joy, and love, and community, those were the things that got us through.”



Andrew Jones, a current client of Food & Friends and community activist delivered an uplifting speech about his own lived experience and a call to action. Andrew was infected with HIV/AIDS in the early 1980s and lost many loved ones and friends to AIDS. He said, “as we reflect on those we have lost, as we reflect on those that have gone on, let us remember them with gladness, and a joy in their lives. They had a life that was promising, and this disease tried to cut that promise, but what you are doing today is helping people like me open our mouths. We need to open up our mouths, because we are not dying today like we once were. We need to address the stigma. They did not give their lives over a senseless disease, they gave their lives for a promise, so today we would have hope.”



The tradition of observing the International AIDS Candlelight Memorial at Food & Friends, now it its second year, was envisioned by Tommy Zarembka, Strategic Partnerships Director. Tommy began his professional career at an AIDS hospice center, and now directs a key portfolio of public health focused referral partnerships at Food & Friends.



For the second year, each attendee of the event received a limited-edition community-created screen print. The artwork was created in memory of people we have lost and in honor of the lives of those who dedicate themselves to help people living with and affected by HIV. The project was envisioned by Beth Hansen of The Arcade DC. This year featured art from: (L to R starting with “Love”: Andrew Baritz, Beth Hansen, Austin Morris, Casey Dyson, Jarrett Murano, Melanie Royster, Ratbaziod Boutique, Chelsea Ritter-Sorenen, Lene Hardy, Katrina Mathis, Jay Shepley (2), Evelyn Powers, Chanel Moore (1), Tommy Zarembka, Chanel Moore (2).

14% of the individuals served by Food & Friends in 2023 are living with HIV/AIDS. We were founded in 1988 by volunteers as a home-delivered meal service for people with AIDS. We now home-deliver medically tailored meals and groceries, and provide nutrition therapy, to individuals with 12 different life-challenging illnesses.

Kirsten Porter’s All Of You full verse and stanza: 

My life has been divided

into two, the years with you

and the years after you.

They ask me what did I love most about you?

and I say—All of you.

I loved the sound of your voice,

the gentle curve of your back

over a book, the warmth

of your hand in mine.

And when you were sick

and grew too weak, I loved

your soft whisper, reading

a book to you, still holding your hand.

Because I loved you—All of you,

in health, in sickness,

every year a gift, every moment with you

like a sunrise on water, you rayed out

gold and reflected a light

I had never seen

Until I loved you.

And now, after you, they ask

what do I miss most? The answer

is the same—All of you.

I would do it all again, the loving,

the taking care of you.

You were not a sacrifice of my time,

you were not a burden,

you were Love.

You are Love, I still see you

when the light kisses the morning,

I still see all of you in the gift

of each new day.

-Kirsten Porter

 


Volunteer Appreciation Dinner & Awards Recap
Our annual Volunteer Appreciation Dinner and Awards Ceremony on April 20 was a celebration of the incredible achievements and service of our inspiring volunteers in 2022.

Our volunteers are real people, helping real people. They made sure we could respond to surging new requests for nourishing meals from neighbors with life-challenging illnesses in 2022. Some celebrated decades of service. We also bestowed the President’s Volunteer Service Award, the highest national honor recognizing outstanding commitment.

A huge thanks goes out to our neighborhood service partners, and the incredible leaders of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Incorporated- Xi Omega Chapter for their exceptional community impact.

We are grateful for Serve DC for playing an especially important leadership role, and Wegmans for their exemplary commitment to community service. As we conclude National Volunteer Month we hope you are compelled to experience the joy of volunteering with Food & Friends soon!

Scroll down to view photos from this spectacular annual event:



L to R: Nadine Graham, Sean Forschler, Ashley Ford, Linda Cash, Kyle Brown, Ginny Hatcher, Laura Peebles, Sonia Ourmanova, Alesia Revis, Bob Cuthriell, Ronald Kipke, Ange Knutson, Matthew Sherring, Alvin Jones, Ellen Fingerman, Alexis Squire (mayors office), Nola Armstrong, Bernice Little-Mundle, Wyvongela Watson, Bill Wooge, Edith Livingstone, Irene Glowinski, Bethany Cecere, Linda Baxter, Napoleon Guinto



L to R: Alvin Chen (behind Carrie Stoltzfus, MPH), Jeff Naber (beard), Thomas Gusdorff (front), Alexis Squire (Chief Service Officer, Executive Office of Mayor Muriel Bowser- Serve DC ), Bill Criger (behind Alexis), Charles Walton, Joan Palmer-Sizemore, Debra Whitford



Xi Omega Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. L to R: Cora Dixon, Raven Hill, and Vivian Smith

 



Lea Emerson (30+ Years of Volunteer Service)



Bill Wooge (30+ Years of Volunteer Service)



Monesha Cary and Lea Emerson, volunteers with the most hours of service in 2022.

















 










Nutrition in the Kitchen with Matt Walker, RDN – Episode Two: Pasta E Ceci
The next installment of our online cooking class for neighbors with serious illnesses is now live! This month we are featuring Pasta E Ceci. This affordable, vegetarian, Roman chickpea stew is the perfect dish for the season.

Matt Walker, RDN takes us step by step through the process of creating this dish. The ingredients found in the dish are available to individuals living with serious illnesses who are well enough to cook for themselves, and currently receiving our medically tailored groceries at home.

This video will be shared as part of our March virtual nutrition education programming, and Matt will provide a live Q&A segment for attendees. Please enjoy and subscribe to our YouTube channel for more cooking lessons and nutrition education content. Scroll down for the ingredients list!



	3 tablespoons olive oil, plus more for drizzling
	1 medium yellow onion
	3 garlic cloves
	2 teaspoons chopped fresh or dry rosemary
	1/2 teaspoon of red pepper flakes
	kosher salt and black pepper
	1 can diced tomatoes, drained
	1 (15-ounce) can chickpeas, rinsed
	1 cup of small whole wheat pasta
	4 cups of roughly chopped kale or other greens
	grated parmesan or pecorino for serving (optional)



Celebrating Black History Month
In celebration of Black History Month, we are spotlighting powerful leaders within our community and the individuals in their lives who inspired them on their journey.

Dr. Bryan O. Buckley, DrPH, MPH, is a member of our Board of Directors and a champion for health equity. Bryan chose to honor his grandparents, who influenced him to become the man he is today. Bryan is the Director of Health Equity Initiatives at the National Committee for Quality Assurance.



“Growing up, I traveled to Antigua every summer to deepen my connection to my heritage. My parents felt it was important for my development to know my family roots and build humility. My parents had the right idea because watching my maternal grandparents inspired my passion for pursuing a career rooted in advancing health equity. I was inspired as they were active members of their community, advocating for equitable access to healthcare, education, and resources.”

Jacqueline Bowens, the President and Chief Executive Officer of the D.C. Hospital Association (DCHA), is a healthcare leader of exceptional achievement. You may not know this, but years ago, she made it possible for D.C. public schools to have nurses on staff, and immunizations then increased from 40% compliance to 93% compliance.



Today, she leads game-changing efforts to improve maternal health outcomes, and even taught Food & Friends staff more about this important topic. Always dynamic, she advocates for and advances hospitals across D.C. and serves on the Food & Friends Board of Directors.

Jackie chose to pay tribute to her mom, whose advocacy for others instilled her lifetime passion for lifting up people in need:

“When I think of the person who had the greatest influence on my growth, leadership, and passion for advocacy, I must reflect on the example my mother (Yvonne J. Barnes) set for her children, especially her five daughters. By both her words and her example, she has always exemplified strength, independence, and confidence.

I can’t remember a time that there wasn’t someone living with our family that needed a little help, whether a distant relative or no relation at all. This generous open door could be particularly challenging when you already have six children, a husband, and your grandfather living under one roof. My mother’s willingness to open her home as a safe haven created a space for me, at an early age, to understand the importance of giving back and lifting up people in need. My passion with a purpose, started with her.”

Our Director of Volunteer Services, Katrina Mathis (she/her), brings incredible leadership, talent, and vision to the award-winning volunteer program at Food & Friends. After college, Katrina volunteered in the Peace Corps, in Guinea, West Africa, before returning to Atlanta to join the staff. There, she oversaw recruitment. Katrina then transitioned to Americorps, where she ushered in their first large-scale DEI initiative long before DEI became an acronym.



She then created new pathways of service for disadvantaged youth at the request of the Obama administration. She led a successful shift in the demographic of members, increasing diversity by more than 50%. Katrina and her team brought the benefits of service in the National Community Corps to a new generation of young people eager for opportunity.

We are proud to honor Katrina, whose contributions to the programming and culture of Food & Friends are paramount. Katrina is honoring her parents, whose example influenced her success:

“My parents have their own Horatio Alger story, overcoming very humble beginnings to create lives of abundance and opportunity for me and my sisters, who were born and raised in a prosperous Black community in Atlanta. I have stood on their shoulders and lived the values they instilled in me in everything I do, from working with the people of Guinea, West Africa, as a Peace Corps Volunteer and today, as Director of Volunteer Services at Food & Friends, their words and teachings continue to light my path.”


Ten Years And Running: A Family Legacy Of Service


Mike Reilly and Jeff Blum are a married couple living in D.C. They have two daughters, Della and Eva. For the past ten years, their family has been volunteering by delivering Food & Friends’ medically tailored meals and groceries every month. They are also longtime members of the Bread & Butter Club, our monthly giving program.

Ericka Lafuente is one of the neighbors they have been delivering to for years. Ericka is a D.C. teacher, but she was forced to discontinue teaching when stage four cancer disrupted her life and career.



Ericka Lafuente welcomes Mike, Della, and Eva as they arrive with her medically tailored meals

The family has delivered to Ericka many times over the years and Ericka loves her visits from Della and Eva. Having the family deliver always lifts her spirits. The specialized meals they bring are essential for her medical needs. She has undergone intense rounds of chemo and though sometimes things get especially hard, she is not giving up. Ericka shares that without Food & Friends delivering every week, she may not be here.

Ericka has watched the girls grow up; they have formed a meaningful relationship over time. The deep personal connection they have established has its own healing power. The isolation that often comes with serious illness can be just as dangerous as nutrition insecurity.

Food & Friends medically tailored meals are delivered completely free-of-charge. Mike shared his thoughts about the difference monthly donors make together, “by giving monthly, you get to feel good all the time. Just remember that every month you are providing meals consistently and the organization can count on you. You can feel good about that.”

Jeff was the first person to introduce Mike to Food & Friends. When they first met, Jeff was already donating. “I must give Jeff credit for knowing about Food & Friends early on. It was one of those organizations that had been instrumental in the care of the HIV/AIDS population early on, and keeping a marginalized group cared for.”



Mike (left) and Jeff (right) plan their delivery route 

As a physician, Mike has worked in different hospitals in D.C. and seen the incredibly complex nature of the serious and chronic illnesses people must deal with. His close experience working with individuals who are overcoming challenges just to keep their lives moving forward, inspired him to double down on Food & Friends.

“Nutrition is one of the most important things a person can optimize. When I talk to patients, they always ask me, ‘what can I do?’ and in all honesty enhancing your nutrition is one of the few things you can do. People heal much better from surgeries when they are nutritionally replete. There is no doubt. So, the work of Food & Friends makes so much sense to me from a very logical, medical perspective.”

Over time, the commitment to delivering nutritious foods for their entire family broadened. For Della and Eva, it was a way for them to make a tangible and direct impact in their community. Mike and Jeff loved the fact that their daughters could take their impact into action and take it a step beyond supporting an organization as donors.

They were also exposed to communities across the D.C. region they may not normally see, crossing socioeconomic divides of race and class. Mike and Jeff could use these experiences as teaching moments for their daughters to enhance their understanding of the issues impacting the community beyond the scope of their neighborhood. “It helps them understand that we are all connected and need to support one another,” says Jeff.

The family has been supporting Food & Friends since their girls were forming their earliest memories. Mike recalls them mimicking the lion statues outside of big D.C. apartment buildings. They would play a game where every time they dropped off bags of meals, they would hold hands and make a big leap in the air. For each delivery that passed, they would add an additional jump, on the second delivery they do two jumps, three on the third delivery, and so on.

Now, Della and Eva are old enough to heft the big bags unassisted, on sidewalks and steep stairways. Kids grow up so fast, but memories like the ones they are making together last a lifetime.

Mike grew up in a family where community service was especially important, too. He has memories of delivering Christmas presents to underprivileged families with his mom and brother in downtown Detroit every year. Through Food & Friends he has recreated that important tradition of service with his own kids.



Jeff works in local real estate development, so building capacity and taking things to the next level are familiar concepts. He shared this about the importance of monthly support: “If you believe in the mission, then I think it’s best to support the organization at whatever level is appropriate for your family and do it in a consistent way.  This helps the organization budget and plan. Give at a level that makes sense for your family, but give, and give consistently. This also makes you feel vested in the organization and that makes you more likely to stay involved for the long-haul and even bring your friends along.  You become part of a new community and the rewards are endless.”

This is the last chance to join the Bread & Butter Club monthly giving program and have your first three monthly donations matched before the Board of Directors’ matching gift opportunity expires on February 9. Please join today!

Photo story by Carina Teoh, a fellow delivery volunteer for Food & Friends. A short documentary by Carina is in production about the family, Ericka, and Food & Friends. (more…)




