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                     November 2009 
 
 
Dear friend of families in need: 
 
 “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…..” The opening 
line of one of Charles Dickens’ most famous works rings as true today as it 
did the day it was written. For many of us life holds promise, excitement and 
hope. For others--poverty, fear and incredible despair. Many of FAM’s 
clients know only too well the dark side of the life Dickens described and I 
would like to share pieces of their stories with you. 
 

● Amy and David were excited when Britaney was born this past 
April.  She was a healthy baby, well loved by her parents, brother and sister. 
To provide as best they could for their family, David worked during the day 
and Amy worked at night. Only a few short weeks ago, while David was 
minding the kids and Amy was at work, David noticed that baby Britaney 
was unusually quiet. Checking on her in her crib, it became tragically 
apparent that Britaney was not breathing! A frantic call to 911 followed but 
even prayers and CPR did not bring Britaney back to her loving family. 
After reassurance from doctors that there was nothing they could have done 
to prevent SIDS (sudden infant death syndrome), Amy and David remained 
despondent and were hit with the realization that not only was their precious 
baby gone but they now had to make arrangements for her funeral. Taking 
their rent money to pay for her cremation left them not only in grief but also 
at risk of eviction. They contacted FAM and, in tears, told their painful, 
heartbreaking story and asked for help.  

 
● “I just spent my first night as a homeless person.” The reality of 

these words hit Tess so hard that I thought her tears would never end. You 
see, people rarely decide to be homeless but they become homeless after a 
series of bad circumstances and decisions. Tess is the mom of a grown 
daughter living far away. She had dedicated years to her career and had 
made many friends and acquaintances along the way. After her marriage 
broke up and having made a string of poor relationship decisions, Tess 
found herself in an unthinkable situation.  The self described middle-class 
woman who had “never even been camping” was now without a friend in 
sight and facing life on the street. As I spoke with this woman who had just 
spent the prior night in the cold outdoors on a flattened cardboard box, I was 
struck by just how easily a life can fall apart.    
 



 
 FAM staff and volunteers prepare the food for distribution. 

 

● As a single woman in Orange County, Donna faced the obstacles that many single 
women encounter when they have no-one to turn to for support. The resources for women with 
children are limited but for women without children, almost non-existent. The loss of a job can 
easily lead to the loss of a lifestyle of self-sufficiency and independence. Having to relocate 
away from her abuser led Donna to isolation, insecurity and having to start all over again in a 
new town. Although safe from her abuser, she was now without a job, without a home and losing 
hope fast. She had to humble herself completely to ask FAM for assistance.  

 
It’s the plight of people like Amy and David, Tess and Donna that moves us at FAM to 

help.  You see, these are not “chronic cases” who frequent traditional rescue missions.  They are 
real people with real and immediate needs. These are people experiencing a dose of “the worst 
of times” and are desperately seeking something better. They don’t need a “hand out”. They 
need a “hand up”. Fortunately, FAM is in the “hand up” business! We were able to help these 
individuals in their time of desperation just as we help many others every single day.  
 

One of the ways we help is through our Food Bank. You may be aware of the FAM 
Annual Hunger Walk.  It’s a great time when people from the community band together to help 
feed families in need.  Individuals, churches and volunteer organizations all have a part.  Perhaps 
you have seen photos in some of the local papers, or even walked yourself.   

 
This year it is apparent that many more families are hurting and hungry than ever before. 

FAM is serving 40% more clients this year than last and 70% more than two years prior. While 
wonderful people participated in the Hunger Walk, and a number were very generous, donations 
were down by 30%—at a time when more people are coming to FAM than ever before. 

 
With families already “on 

the edge” financially, just a job loss, 
simple injury or illness can push 
them over a financial cliff.  They 
can’t pay rent, utility, medical bills, 
gasoline, or purchase food.   

 
Of course, we can’t care for 

all their needs, but one thing we can 
do is direct them to the FAM Food 
Bank.  And you should see the Food 
Bank-- just a small warehouse in 
the back of FAM’s office in San 
Clemente.  It’s a very busy place, 
usually filled with volunteers. 

 
Trucks arrive six days a 

week with donations from local 
markets and other partners.  Those 
gracious, loving volunteers receive 
and stow the food, and ready the 
day’s distribution.   



Hundreds of men and women arrive desperate and hungry every week.  Some apologize 
for seeking assistance.  Others feel vulnerable and heartbroken.  When we tell them to grab a 
grocery bag and take what they need, they are rather amazed.  Some will ask, “What’s the cost?”  
We tell them, “There is no cost; the people and stores that donate the food are just glad to 
help.”* When they learn that some of the staff are volunteers, a few of whom work full time on 
their behalf, they are moved…some to tears! 

 
And now with the holidays approaching, FAM is going to do more.  This Thanksgiving—

enabled by your partnership—we’ll be providing special Thanksgiving meals for needy families, 
primarily at the Annual FAM Thanksgiving Feast, Wednesday, November 25th .  Seeing all the 
need before us, and because this is Thanksgiving season, may I suggest several ways you can 
help?  Please consider having a part in some or all of these options.   

 
1.  You can cook and bring food to the Thanksgiving Feast. We are looking for loving 

volunteers to provide, among other items: 
� Turkeys with all the trimmings 
� Mashed Potatoes 
� Vegetables: corn, green beans, yams 
� Cranberry Sauce  
� Dinner rolls and butter 
� Soda, water, juice 
� Paper products 
� Serving Trays 
� Plasticware  

 
If you would like to volunteer to bring any of these items or to serve at the Thanksgiving 

Feast, please call FAM at (949) 492-8477 and ask for Jan Cleaves. 
 
2.  Join FAM’s Adopt-A-Family program.  We have many families who need extra love 

and assistance during Thanksgiving and Christmas.  We’ll provide you with a family profile and 
a list of non-perishable food items they could use.  We will show you how to purchase a grocery 
gift card for their Thanksgiving Dinner.  Please call FAM and we’ll help you in this process. 

 
3.  Organize and conduct a food drive at your church, school or place of business. It’s 

easy. Call us and we’ll tell you how to do it. We’ll even come and pick up the food! 
 
4.  Volunteer in the ongoing ministry of the FAM Food Bank.  You would be joining a 

group of wonderful volunteers.  Assistance is needed for food pickups and transportation, 
storage, as well as distribution to hundreds of families who stop by the FAM Food Bank.  By the 
way, you will be greatly encouraged by the smiles and thanks of the people you help! 

 
5.  Lastly, I invite you to send a gift to support the ministry and work of Family 

Assistance Ministries.  This is the greatest need, and how you can make the most impact, as 
we serve as your arms and hands of love.  As I mentioned, donations from the Annual Hunger 
Walk were down this year by 30 percent.  That’s substantial…coming at a time when the number 
of needy families coming to FAM has soared. 
                                                 
* To avoid creating dependency we do track families and their visits.  Limits are placed on how often they can stop 
by the Food Bank.  We encourage them in a variety of ways to become self-sufficient.  Such policies help get  
families back on their feet, under their own power—while preserving their self-initiative and dignity.  



 
As you feel led, could I encourage your gift of $35, $50 or $100?  Perhaps you are 

blessed financially with added resources.  May I suggest a larger gift of $250, $500, $1,000, 
$2,500 or more?   
 

And here’s one more way you could have a part.  A steady stream of food donations is 
needed throughout the year.  You could help by purchasing non-perishable food items at your 
local market and bringing them to FAM on a routine basis. Items such as Peanut Butter, Pasta, 
Beans, Canned Tuna will bless the lives of many at little cost to you! (Remember that you can 
deduct the cost of these food items for tax purposes. You can also deduct your mileage.) 

 
Thank you for your most generous help.  Funds are especially needed during these 

challenging times.  With the holidays upon us, your generous help will be greatly appreciated! 
While FAM certainly can’t help every person in every situation we can often help those who are 
experiencing what Dickens referred to as “the worst of times” in their lives. We can show them 
that there are people who care about them and are willing to care for them. Without your 
support, this would be impossible.  

 
Should you have any questions, or wish to explore ways you, your church, community 

group or employer can participate in reaching out in love to the needy around us, feel free to call 
and ask for me.  Thank you so much.   

 
        
       Privileged to serve,  
 

        Gretchen Hesse 
       Gretchen Hesse 

       Family Assistance Ministries 
 
 
 
P.S. This joyous time of the year can be very lonely for hurting families.  What a joy it is to 
know they can turn to FAM, and to you, for help.  Thanksgiving and the Annual FAM 
Thanksgiving Feast are just around the corner.  So let me hear from you as soon as possible.  
You can mail your gift today, or send it immediately at www.family-assistance.org.  Just click 
on the “Donate” button.  Thank you so much! 
 


