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A workshop for Family Promise of Union County, which shelters homeless families in 
houses of worship.CreditBryan Anselm for The New York Times 

NEW PROVIDENCE, N.J. — Kisha Theodore had just arrived at work when 
she saw three missed calls on her phone from an unfamiliar number. A friend 
was calling from the hospital to say the father of Ms. Theodore’s three 
children had died. 

“This can’t be real,” she remembered thinking. “How to explain this to my 
children I really didn’t know.” A month later, the man’s parents asked her to 
move out of their home. 

Through the county welfare office, Ms. Theodore found Family Promise of 
Union County, which shelters homeless families in houses of worship. She 
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and her children stayed with Family Promise for five months starting in 
October 2015. 

Two years later, Ms. Theodore was a speaker at Family Promise’s first “Loss, 
Grief and Homelessness” workshop, part of the national group’s push to help 
people work through the grief that comes with losing housing. 

“The biggest loss was the loss of my home and not being able to do all the 
things I needed to do with the kids,” she said. “The flexibility of coming home, 
cooking and cleaning, stuff people do together. I missed that dearly.” 

Ms. Theodore, 31, and her children, ages 9, 8 and 5, now live in their own 
apartment in Elizabeth, N.J. She works in sales and takes online criminal 
justice courses through Union County College. 

“Family Promise said, ‘We can help you no matter what,” Ms. Theodore said 
at the workshop last month. “Even though I was down, they gave me that 
power back.” 

Family Promise of Union County, part a national network, shelters and feeds 
about a dozen homeless family members in churches and synagogues for a 
week at a time. The group also helps families find transitional or permanent 
housing, jobs and social services. On average, close to 75 percent of families 
find long-term housing within nine weeks, according to the national group. 

While Ms. Theodore was staying at Family Promise of Union County, Geleen 
Donovan, the group’s executive director, learned that another family there 
had also lost their father, so she reached out to Imagine, a nonprofit in nearby 
Mountainside, to arrange for grief counseling. 

She and Imagine’s leaders discussed the lack of counseling services to help 
families through the losses that can accompany homelessness — including 
relationships, neighborhoods, schools, jobs, friends, independence and 
privacy — and they created a program that includes a support group for 
homeless families to talk about grief. 

About 30 people, mostly volunteers and staff members, listened as Ms. 
Theodore and three other women talked about losing their homes. 

“When you are homeless, you really get to know who your friends are,” one of 
the women, Ingrid Charlery, said. “A lot of people disappeared.” 

 
 


