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O n one of her shifts 
delivering Kosher 
Meals on Wheels, 

volunteer Evva Hepner walked 
up to a home, knocked on the 
door and announced why she 
was there. “The participant 
opened the door telling me: 
‘You are angels on wheels,”” 
recalls Hepner, 72, who lives in 

Farmington Hills. 
That sentiment is echoed 

by many homebound older 
adults, who can remain in their 
own homes because of the 
essential meals service offered 
by National Council of Jewish 
Women, Michigan (NCJW|MI) 
and Jewish Family Service of 
Metropolitan Detroit (JFS) and 

which is now celebrating its 
50th anniversary. Lunches and 
dinners can be provided on a 
temporary basis for an older 
person recovering from injury 
or illness, or on an ongoing basis 
for those who have challenges 
leaving their home to go shop-
ping for food or have difficulties 
cooking.

“I just wanted to say thank 
you so much for the delivery 
today. It was below zero; it 
would be impossible for me to 
get a ride to the store,” was one 
participant’s recent message to 
the Meals on Wheels phone line. 
“Farmington Transit is not run-
ning this week. I am so, so very 
grateful. If you ever have any 
way of honoring the volunteers I 
would be happy to send a letter 
if you want. I mean they are 
unbelievable, delivering in this 
frigid weather.” 

Hepner, the “angel” who start-
ed working for the program in 
2019 and headed coordination 
of the volunteers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, confirms 
that the service rarely cancels. 
“If the weather is really bad, we 
will send two days of food so 

Delivered    
 with a Smile

LEFT: 
Aviva Fridman, Marilynn Sabin, 
Susan Curhan, Cindy Kavieff, 
Linda Greenfield.

BELOW, L TO R: 
Kosher Meals on Wheels. 
volunteers in 1996. Meals 
on Wheels delivery 1992.
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that everyone gets their meals,” she 
said. 

During COVID-19, Hepner says 
demand for the meals dramatically 
increased, sometimes to 160 deliveries 
a day from the current average of 95, 
as older people were so frequently con-
fined to their homes. Despite volunteers 
dealing with their own home-life concerns, 
there was never a day that deliveries were 

missed because of a lack of 
helpers to fill the 75 volunteer 
slots a week. 

“Many times, we were the 
only people our clients were 
seeing during the week,” she 
adds, noting that the rela-
tionship between volunteers 

and clients is often reciprocal. “As I now 
substitute for regular drivers, when people 
see me, they are always concerned about 
their usual volunteer, wanting to check that 
nothing is wrong with them,” she says. “It’s 
very heartwarming.”

FILLING A NEED
When NCJW|MI was founded in Detroit 
in 1891, its purpose was to find a need in 
the community and plug that need with 
volunteers and programs. So, in 1973, 
when Sonia Macy, president of the then-
named National Council of Jewish Women, 
Greater Detroit Section, saw a need to assist 
older adults in their homes by providing 
healthy meals, she and her fellow volunteers 
jumped right in. Working in conjunction 
with JFS and Jewish Senior Life (JSL), 

then called Jewish Apartments and 
Services, a vital program for Jewish 
senior adults was born. At that 
point, JFS did the intake and case 
management, and NCJW contracted 

with JSL’s food providers to prepare 
the meals, with volunteers working to 

package each meal tray and then deliver it 
to approximately 200 seniors daily. 

For more than three decades, NCJW|MI 
volunteers ran the operation with day 
chairs and an overall chair for the program. 
Then, in 2008, NCJW|MI hired the first 
Meals on Wheels coordinator to work with 
the volunteers. Today, the program is run 
by NCJW|MI and JFS of Metro Detroit, 
with the Kosher Meals on Wheels coordi-
nator working closely with the volunteers 
who pack and deliver approximately 35,000 
meals per year to 12 routes around town. 
The operation is based at The J in West 
Bloomfield, and Epic Kosher Catering is 
contracted to provide the meals. Volunteers 
arrive at 7 a.m. to start packing meals for 
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continued on page 10

RIGHT: 
Packing for Meals on 
Wheels in the 1970s.

FAR RIGHT: 
Babs Kaufman, 
Ellen Labes, Dorothy 
Kaufman, Rosie 
Schlussel and Sheila 
Guyer at a volunteer 
appreciation lunch 
mid 1980s.

BELOW: 
Packing for Meals on 
Wheels in the early days.

“THE PROGRAM IS ALLOWING PEOPLE TO STAY IN THEIR HOMES 
AS LONG AS THEY WANT, BUT IT’S NOT JUST ABOUT THE FOOD. 

SEEING A FRIENDLY SMILE ENHANCES THEIR LIVES AND 
MAKES A VERY BIG DIFFERENCE.”

— LINDA GREENFIELD

Evva 
Hepner
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distribution.
Linda Greenfield of 

Waterford has been the coordi-
nator for the program for nearly 
three years and remembers 
helping her own mother deliver 
meals when she was a teenager. 

“The program is allowing 
people to stay in their homes as 
long as they want, but it’s not 
just about the food. Seeing a 
friendly smile enhances their 
lives and makes a very big dif-
ference,” she says. 

Greenfield adds that an 
important part of the job is 
making sure people are OK. “If 
the participant doesn’t answer 
the door I will call the emergen-
cy contact or even get a wellness 
check with the police,” she says. 

FUNDRAISING CONCERT 
PLANNED
When Kosher Meals on Wheels 
started in the 1970s, most deliv-
eries were to Northwest Detroit, 
but then people started moving 
out to Oak Park, Southfield 
and other suburbs. Nowadays, 
participants are in Oakland 
County, in a spread between 
West Bloomfield and Oak Park, 
with one person living in Troy 

and two in Clawson. 
Rosie Schlussel, 81, of 

Southfield, started delivering 
Kosher Meals on Wheels in 
1977 and volunteered until the 
late 1980s. During those years, 
she even took on the responsi-
bility of chairing the program. 
“I had a young son at the time, 
and he would go with me to 
deliver the meals, and the peo-
ple would be so thrilled to see 
him,” she said. “It’s such a won-
derful program. It has allowed 
people to stay in their own 
homes and not go into facilities.” 

Schlussel’s admiration for the 
program now brings her to a 
leadership position in celebrat-
ing the organization’s 50th anni-
versary. She is the chair of an 
important fundraising concert 
and dinner, a role she says she 
embraced because many of the 
volunteers from the early years 
have passed away. 

The event will be held at 
Adat Shalom Synagogue (29901 
Middlebelt Road, Farmington 
Hills) on Sunday, June 2, at 4 
p.m. and will feature acclaimed 
a cappella vocal band Six13 
with a dinner catered by Quality 
Kosher Catering. 

The event will be honoring 
Ellen (z”l) and Dr. Jim Labes, 
longtime Kosher Meals on 
Wheels volunteers, as Ellen was 
the longest volunteer associated 
with the program before her 
passing. Concert tickets are $54 
with concert and dinner tickets 
starting at $250; there is also 
special patron seating available. 

Proceeds from the concert 
and dinner will benefit meal 
costs for the program. Currently, 
AgeWays Nonprofit Senior 
Services (previously called Area 
Agency on Aging 1B) provides 
the bulk of funding for the ser-
vice and other grant providers 
such as DeRoy Testamentary 
Foundation, Marcia Applebaum 
Jewish Older Adult Fund, 
Marjorie and Maxwell Jospey 
Foundation also afford finan-
cial help. Other funding comes 
from NCJW | MI named funds, 
individual donations and par-
ticipant donations (although 
participants are not required to 
pay), but additional funding is 
always needed to keep this vital 
program robust.

continued from page 9

continued on page 12

1. Marilynn Sabin and Tom Lebovic getting ready to deliver Kosher Meals on Wheels.  2. Meals on Wheels 
Volunteer Susan Curhan packs up a bag of meals for delivery.  3. Andi Sklar is ready to make deliveries.  4. 
Mara Moss volunteers at Meals on Wheels.  5. Salljo Levine and Susan Gertner.  6. Kosher Meals on Wheels 
food in trays, April 2024.
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Learn more at 
MIBluesPerspectives.com/ReadyToHelp

We put care
in health insurance.

Get the care you need, when you need it, with Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan and Blue Care Network. 
From the largest network of doctors and hospitals in Michigan to coverage for mental health, 
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