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Angels in Action
In Los Angeles County, “Food Angels” bring hope and healthy meals to people
debilitated by serious illness.
BY MELISSA-MARIE MARKS

“A

person’s diet often has
life and death consequences,” says Karen
Pearl, Chair at the Food
is Medicine Coalition, in
a letter regarding medically tailored meal policy recommendations
written to U.S. Secretary of Health and Human
Services Xavier Becerra in March of 2021. “Early
and reliable access to medically tailored meals
helps individuals live healthy and productive
lives, produces better overall health outcomes
and reduces health care costs.”
It was 1989 in Los Angeles County, long before
the research supported the use of nutritious food
as medicine, when New York Times bestselling
author and spiritual thought leader Marianne
Williamson, whose sister was living with cancer, decided to start feeding people who were too
sick to feed themselves.
Williamson founded the Los Angeles Center
for Living, a place where people living with cancer and other serious illnesses could come to get
a hot meal and emotional support from people in
their community.

“One day, Marianne noticed that a whole
group of people didn’t show up for lunch anymore, and she asked, ‘Where are these people?’”
explains Richard Ayoub, Executive Director of
Project Angel Food.
The group of people Williamson was referring
to were those clients living with AIDS during the
height of the U.S. AIDS crisis, and these people
were, in fact, too sick to leave their homes.
“Marianne asked, ‘How are they getting fed?’
and nobody knew. So, she started this little
project called Project Angel Food where people
would cook meals in the church and other people would take the meals to the people who were
homebound,” Ayoub recalls.
Thirty-two years later, Project Angel Food,
a 501(c)3 non-profit organization, is still serving
meals throughout Los Angeles County to
people living with HIV, as well as other serious
illnesses like congestive heart failure, diabetes,
Alzheimer’s, COPD, end-stage renal disease,
and cancer.
Project Angel Food is one of about 15 organizations across the U.S. that make up the Food is
Medicine Coalition (FIMC), an association dedi-
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cated to the advancement of research promoting
medically tailored meals (MTMs), nutrition education and counseling to critically ill patients.
According to the research conducted and compiled by the Food is Medicine Coalition, critically
ill patients receiving MTMs have a 70% reduction of entering the hospital ER, a 52% reduction
of being admitted to an inpatient hospital facility, and a 72% reduction of being admitted to a
skilled nursing facility.
Here’s how the program works: When a patient becomes a client with Project Angel Food,
they are connected with a Registered Dietician
Nutritionist (RDN) who reviews their medical records and custom creates a meal plan designed
to assist with the patient’s healing process. The
RDN provides nutrition education and counseling to help the patient learn to eat healthfully.
“One of the key components of our program
is nutrition education and nutrition counseling,”
Ayoub says. “We have six registered dieticians
on staff; they have such precise expertise in nutrition. These dieticians are always on stand-by,
and when a client has a question, one of our dieticians is always available to answer it.”

The medically tailored meals cooked up by Project Angel Food typically fall under one of five main
diet categories: heart healthy/diabetic-friendly,
chronic kidney disease (non-dialysis), chronic kidney disease (on dialysis), GI-friendly (for cancer patients undergoing chemotherapy), and vegetarian.
Meals are made from scratch in the Project Angel Food kitchen by professional chefs and kitchen
volunteers and then flash-frozen to preserve freshness. The meals are then loaded up into one of 10
Project Angel Food delivery vans and delivered
once per week to clients in a seven-meal bundle.
But medically tailored meals aren’t the only
gifts Project Angel Food provides its clients.
Special birthday bags with non-food gifts like
soaps, candles, and books are delivered to each
client on their birthday, and there are also special meals delivered on Christmas, Thanksgiving,
Juneteenth, and Veteran’s Day.
Mothers who are clients at Project Angel Food
also receive flowers on Mother’s Day, as well as
daily breakfasts for their children.
“We realized that a lot of the mothers in our
program weren’t getting better, and then we
found out that they were giving their meals to
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their kids,” says Ayoub. “So, we started providing
breakfast for all the dependents in the home, at
the client’s request. We’re currently feeding about
100 kids breakfast every day. The program is
called the Wilbur May Healthy Mornings Program
and is funded by the Wilbur May Foundation.”
ADDITIONAL ACTION DURING COVID CRISIS

When the world shut down in 2020, Project
Angel Food kept its doors and its kitchen open.
They took on an additional 900 clients in need,
many of whom were seniors ages 55 and up who
were sheltering in place to protect themselves
from becoming sick with Covid-19. On top of
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their regular MTM deliveries, Project Angel Food
made sure their clients had at least three weeks’
worth of shelf stable meals, extra frozen meals,
masks, gloves, hand sanitizer, and toilet paper.
To limit the spread of the virus, Project Angel
Food’s kitchen volunteers were replaced with
paid staff—upping paid staff member positions
from 47 to 75, a 60% increase, and an additional
$60,000 monthly expense.
With all the additional people to feed, as well
as extra staff to pay, Project Angel Food needed to raise more money to cover the expenses.
Unfortunately, its annual fundraising gala, the
Angel Awards, was no longer an option as public
gatherings were discouraged by the CDC in order
to flatten Covid-19’s curve.
“We have a very creative staff and an amazing
board that always comes up with ideas and activates them when we need them,” Ayoub says.
“We started a new fundraiser when Covid hit—an
old school Jerry Lewis-style telethon where celebrities provide entertainment in order to raise
money. We’ve done it twice now, and it’s going
to be an annual event. The first year, we raised

EMBRACEMAGAZINE.US

PHOTOS TOP AND LOWER LEFT BY ANNE-MARIE WILLIAMS; ALL PHOTOS ON RIGHT SIDE OF PAGE BY LAKPATHY WIJESEKARA

83

$720,000. The second year, we raised $1.1 million. Post-pandemic, we hope to do both the telethon and the Angel Awards gala.”
Project Angel Food depends on donations to continue feeding those in need. For every dollar raised
by Project Angel Food, 86 cents go directly to making medically tailored meals to feed its clients.
And in the past 32 years, they’ve made a lot of
meals. About Fourteen million meals, to be exact.
And they’ve got no plans to stop any time soon.
“When we feed just one person, we know there
is a whole circle of individuals benefiting from
that service,” says Ayoub. “This is how we take
care of our community.”

