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Each weekday when I arrive at work,
I see the almost 100 volunteers arriving
to pick up their coolers for Meals on
Wheels home deliveries.

These volunteers head out in all
kinds of weather to deliver a nutritious
meal and visit with our senior clients.
They know, as MIFA’s founders knew in
1968, that by serving, we can make our
community a better place.

Volunteers from Kingsway Christian
Church adopted a meals route in 2014.
Their experience mirrors what we hear
from other volunteers and clients.

One couple on their route is in their
80s. The husband is confined to bed,
and his wife suffers from a chronic dis-
ease making it difficult for her to per-
form care-giving. Our volunteers see
firsthand how two hot meals and a
friendly visit are a blessing for this cou-
ple.

Another client is close to 90 and lives
alone. Yet, each day she greets volun-
teers with a cheery, “Good morning, dar-
lings! The door is open.”

Our Kingsway volunteers are quick to
point out the other, not-so-obvious ad-
vantages to delivering Meals on Wheels:
strong positive relationships between
volunteers and clients develop, and the
benefits flow both ways.

Meals on Wheels is MIFA’s largest
and best-known program. In the past
year, Meals on Wheels served more than
560,000 meals to over 3,600 seniors; of
those clients, over 2,000 received
home-delivered meals, and the others
were served at congregate sites.

Surveyed clients reported the follow-
ing: 94 percent eat healthier foods as a
result of the program, 92 percent believe
the program helps them feel better, and
95 percent of home-delivered meal re-
cipients believe the program helps them
continue living in their own homes.

A few years ago, funding from the
Plough Foundation made possible a col-
laboration called No Hungry Senior that
enabled MIFA and other partners in-
cluding Aging Commission of the Mid-

South, Baptist Memorial Healthcare,
Catholic Charities of West Tennessee,
CoactionNet, Memphis Jewish Federa-
tion, Methodist Healthcare, Mid-South
Food Bank and the University of Mem-
phis School of Public Health, to expand
meal delivery to seniors at the greatest
risk of food insecurity and hunger.

Methodist Healthcare, a key referring
partner, analyzed electronic medical
records for patients who receive meals,
comparing hospital utilization one year
before and one year after meal service
began. The data is incredibly encourag-
ing. It indicates a 21 percent reduction in
total encounters including emergency
room visits and inpatient admissions.
At a cost of about $7 per meal, we can
make an enormous difference for a sen-
ior.

An agency doesn’t get to be 50 years
old without doing some things right. At
MIFA we are proud of our program re-
sults. We measure and analyze our pro-
gram outcomes through a continuous
improvement process. We are proud of
our financial stewardship and grateful
for our generous donors and volunteers.
We are proud of our staff. We invest in
training and pay attention to staff reten-
tion.

All of these best practices have
helped ensure that MIFA is still here af-
ter 50 years and should ensure that MI-
FA will be here for future generations.
But perhaps the most important factor
in MIFA’s longevity is what our founders
knew in 1968 and what we – and our
meals volunteers – still know today.

In a city often divided by fear, hate,
suspicion, and misunderstanding MIFA
offers a remedy that is both profound
and practical: we can know our neigh-
bors. By serving together, we can all
make our community a better place.

Sally Jones Heinz is president and
CEO of the Metropolitan Inter-faith As-
sociation.
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When you need a reliable commu-
nity partner, you can count on MIFA.

When I was a member of the City
of Memphis government leadership
team in the 1990s, MIFA was fre-
quently pointed to as an exemplary
brand for cross-sector partnerships.

Today, like nearly 40 years ago,
community leaders know MIFA as an
innovative nonprofit with strong or-
ganizational acumen and account-
ability.

MIFA is a visionary leader in the
city’s social services safety net with a
staff of experts and on-the-ground
implementers, not to mention its
corps of highly dedicated volunteers.

In 1983, MIFA and the City of
Memphis formally partnered to
launch the Memphis Emergency As-
sistance Program (MEAP), which
continues today to meet the basic
needs of our neighbors by leveraging
city human service dollars with pub-
lic and private funding. 

Three years ago, at the request of
the city, MIFA assumed management
of a 24-hour, seven days a week
Homeless Hotline for families. And,
MIFA is a key partner in the city’s
Community Alliance for the
Homeless, assisting with rapid re-
housing for homeless families and
emergency shelter placement.

Thirty-six years ago, MIFA and
MLGW launched the Plus-1 utility as-
sistance program to help those
who’ve experienced a temporary cri-
sis. Last year they joined forces for
the new Share the Pennies home
weatherization program for low-in-
come homeowners.

These collaborative initiatives
demonstrate a real economic and hu-
man impact for our city. They are part
of MIFA’s family programs, which
provide basic services to prevent
homelessness, stabilize families, and
encourage independence.

Data verifies the importance of
these critical programs. During the
organization’s last fiscal year ending
June 30, MIFA screened 9,587 re-
quests for emergency assistance,
and helped 3,573 eligible families
with rent, mortgage or utility assis-
tance, shelter, and long-term hous-
ing. The homeless hotline screened 7,
270 calls – a 25 percent increase over
last year.

Fifty years ago, MIFA was created
from collaboration. Today, MIFA con-
tinues to seek better ways to serve
our community through new ideas,
best practices and smart partner-
ships. MIFA is a trusted partner in
serving our city. It’s a trusted place
where thousands of vulnerable sen-
iors and families in crisis receive
hope and help. 

I can’t imagine what our city
would be like without MIFA.

Gregory M. Duckett is a member of
MIFA’s board of directors, and senior
vice president and chief legal officer
of Baptist Memorial Health Care Cor-
poration.
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joined together to become the answers
to other people’s prayers.

That was only a part of MIFA, the
Memphis Miracle. What else was it that,
looking back on 50 years, no one could
have predicted?

Those who led and founded MIFA
dreamed big. But they knew that, to
make those dreams come true, MIFA’s
compassion must be matched by its
competence. Volunteers and committed
staff from the community formed a 
MIFA admired for its ideals, but also
trusted for its ability to get the job done.

MIFA became a well-managed busi-
ness, but its business was God’s busi-

ness of feeding the hungry, clothing the
naked, sheltering the homeless. Again
and again, government agencies and
charitable foundations have turned to
MIFA as a caring, capable and commit-
ted partner in fulfilling their unique
missions.

And MIFA has been a job creator.
Time and again, the staff and leaders of
MIFA saw a need and created a process
to answer it. And then, the seedling they
planted was permitted to grow on its
own as a new and focused agency in the
community.

MIFA’s leaders always looked to see
what were the emerging issues in our
multi-county community. But those
leaders never insisted that only MIFA
could answer those new needs. From
food to clothing to caring for the home-
bound, everywhere the offspring of MI-

FA transform lives while MIFA moves on
to new missions for a new age.

To count those blessed by the found-
ing of MIFA 50 years ago, we would have
to add all those whose lives have been
touched by MIFA’s many “offspring.”

Out of our divided, depressed, dis-
couraged city, imaginative leaders, pas-
sionate volunteers, dedicated staff, gen-
erous givers and a faith community
built the model of community transfor-
mation we call MIFA.

Unless and until poverty and infirmi-
ty, hunger and homelessness, despair
and loneliness are no more, MIFA will
continue to be vital as a Memphis Mir-
acle.

Rabbi Harry K. Danziger was chair of
MIFA’s board of directors from 2002 to
2004. He is Rabbi Emeritus of Temple Is-
rael.
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of themselves daily to our work –
whether delivering meals, sharing in
our financial support, or helping to
serve our families in crisis – cross racial,
ethnic and religious lines, and exempli-
fy treating every human being with dig-
nity and respect.

Our mission has been shaped by the
vision of our founders, and that mission
continues to bring us all together, join-
ing hearts and hands that know neither
creed nor color, in serving at-risk sen-
iors and families each day.

The meals that help sustain seniors
for whom a daily meal means both
health and independence, and the
emergency services that help families
overcome periods of crisis to remain in

their homes, positively affect thousands
of lives. 

Our work is the kind of work that can
only be done because we come together,
crossing our artificial human bound-
aries, and uniting with a common goal
of highly impactful service.

There really is no better way for us to
celebrate 50 years of MIFA than to rein-
force the message that has always been
at our core: We can do more together.

More than 70 faith communities have
accepted MIFA’s invitation to join to-
gether during our CommUNITY days in
September, and to work hand in hand to
continue to effectuate transformative
change in our community.

From delivering meals to seniors, to
tackling long-overdue community
clean-up projects, to creating resource
sites, to preparing gifts for senior cli-
ents, to packing emergency provisions
for families in crisis, the faith communi-

ties that have come together for our
CommUNITY days are crossing bound-
aries, growing together in service, and
making our community a better place.
There really could be no better way to
celebrate all that MIFA has been and
continues to be in Memphis.

Fifty years ago, a faithful group of
Memphians saw beyond race and reli-
gion, beyond class and ethnicity, be-
yond age and ability, and dared to envi-
sion a community in which all people
could unite in serving the most vulner-
able among us.

Fifty years later, we invite those who
are looking for a way to make a differ-
ence to join us – and to be the change
that you’d like to see. There’s room at
our table for everyone.

Rev. Dr. Dorothy Sanders Wells is
chair of MIFA’s board of directors and
rector of St. George’s Episcopal Church
in Germantown.

MIFA is celebrating its 50th anniversary this month during its CommUNITY days. Here volunteers from Breath of Life
Christian Center and Rosemark Church of God in Christ stuffed backpacks for youth at area schools with food donated by
Kroger. MIFA
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