
The laughter of children, twinkling
lights on a beautiful Christmas tree,
and the smell of fresh baked cookies!

Interesting things are happening at the
Center! Excitement is in the air and wonder
of wonders Santa is coming!

Every year, our mommies shop in 
Sister Madeline’s Christmas Shop, and 
the anticipation of what they might 
find there for their children builds to a
crescendo of excitement. The gifts are
provided by donor contributions so that
each mother can shop for a gift that will 
be special to their child on Christmas
morning. Once their gift is found, they next
visit the wrapping station where volunteers
await to assist them with just the right box,
wrapping paper, ribbons and bows.  Smiles
and chatter fill the room, and before they
know it, they have wrapped a glittery,
sparkly gift with trails of ribbons and bows
for their child. 

While a joyous event, volunteer Alice
Von der Heide reminds us that the event is
not without emotion. “Most of our mothers
have not experienced the joy of shopping
for a gift for their child, and some break
down with emotion.” She explains, “This

isn’t surprising when you realize the lives
our mothers have lived. Some of them can’t
get over the fact that we care so much and
that we provide this opportunity for 
them.  There are usually lots of hugs and

the wiping away of tears as they shop for
their children”.

As the days go by, there is magic, magic
everywhere! Throughout the houses very
unusual noises can be heard. The older
children are mixing, stirring, measuring
and rolling out cookies that are soon
decorated with morsels, glistening sugars,
little beads of candy color and silvery sugar
drops. Each child is so proud of their
creations and brings them forth for
approval from their moms and the staff.

As the days progress, there is a decorate-
the-tree gathering where the children (and
the moms) eat more popcorn than they
string, and when it is time for the caroling,
voices ring out in joyful sound. Everyone
dresses up for church and each mother and
child literally glow from within in
anticipation. And, of course, there is the
arrival of Christmas morning when the joy

and excitement can no longer be contained.
Paper, ribbons and bows fly upward into
the air as children scream with excitement.
There is emotion again as our mothers
watch in joy and wonder at the sight.

From our deepest hearts we thank you,
our supporters who care, and who make
the holiday commemorations at the Center
possible. Our women and children are
particularly grateful, because imagine
never knowing the magic of Christmas.
Imagine never knowing its’ joy. Because of
you, Christmases at the Center bring the
true meaning of the holiday to our
residents, and to our staff. We are all
inspired by what we witness, and the spirit
of our mission lives on through your
support and caring.

Thank You! 
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Most of our mothers have
not experienced the joy of

shopping for a gift for their
child, and some break 

down with emotion. 



Please Santa, could you bring me..

Jimmy and Sharonda aren’t related,
but both will be part of the Center’s
big family celebrating Christmas

together.  They will be in a warm, cozy
house with good food and lots of loving
care, as their mommies change their
lives through the Center’s programs.  

All the children at the Center will join
in the festivities of the season as they
make cookies, create decorations for 
the tree, and share the unbearable
anticipation of Santa’s arrival.  For the
most part, the joy of this holiday will be
new to them.  Many of the children have
never written a letter to Santa, or had
the thrill of sitting on Santa’s lap to
whisper their wishes in his ear. Nor
have they come down the stairs on
Christmas morning to see a beautiful
tree aflame with lights and sparkle; but
most of all, imagine their faces when
they spot the special wish that Santa has
left, just for them.

Jimmy, it turns out, wants to be a
fireman so he can help people put out
fires to save the place where they live.
He explained that this way they would
never have to look for a new place 
to stay. His Christmas wish is for
a fire engine in which he can ride to put
out the fires.  

Sharonda would love for Santa to
bring her a little house, one that she can
take with her wherever she goes. She
would like tiny furniture for her house
and a family to live inside.  She made a
special point to say that the little family
would need a doggie.  

It isn’t hard to understand where
Jimmy and Sharonda’s wishes are
coming from.  They long for a home and
stability. With your help, and the
programs at the Center, they will have
the opportunity to realize their wish on
Christmas morning and well into 
the future.

Cooking Christmas dinner at the Center can be
quite the challenge, especially in the adolescent
house where everyone is in their teens.  While

our residents plan their meals, shop for nutritious food
and cook their own meals every day, Christmas dinner, as
we all know, is quite a different thing.  First of all, coming
to consensus on what to serve can be a lengthy process.
Since most of our residents have never had a Christmas
dinner, the first step is to explain what traditional dinners
look like.  After a lot of groans following a list of traditional
vegetables, the mothers-to-be tackle the main course.
Suggestions range from the traditional turkey, ham or
chicken, to turkey hoagies, pizza or turkey burgers on the
grill.  After gentle guidance in selecting a lovely roast
turkey, everyone starts to get into the spirit.  The shopping
team sets forth, duties are chosen and many learning
moments arise as the table is set and the food prepared.

Following a few, shall we say, differences of opinion

by the cooks, several burned edges, some dried out
stuffing (salvaged with some moist broth) and some
potatoes not so smooth as silk, the residents of house A
sit down to their very first Christmas dinner with their
children.  Candles are lit and the light casts that magical
glow on food and people alike.  Everyone clasps hands
while the prayer of thanks is said and suddenly, you notice
that there are tears in some eyes, while others are sharing
a special moment with their child.  It is a milestone, and
it is tradition being born before your eyes.  The tradition,
now experienced, will endure for generations to come.  It
is change, from old to new- all a part of the journey of
breaking the cycle from the past.  

Suddenly the mood shifts, as someone says something
about a dancing turkey. Laughter rings out and as you
watch, you slowly realize how blessed you are to be there
because it comes to you that the turkey and vegetables
aren’t the only miracle at this dinner.

Last Year’s Christmas Dinner



Gathering in around the family room at the Center to hear
the Christmas Story has become a Center tradition. It isn’t
mandatory that our residents attend, but almost all choose

to attend regardless of their beliefs. What might be surprising is
that the reading doesn’t happen on Christmas Eve. Our reading
of the story takes place in November, before Thanksgiving.  Why
would we read it then, so early? The story is read at that time so
that our women and children understand why Christmas is
celebrated. It is read early so that the fun of Santa doesn’t
diminish the real reason for the holiday.

Our children relate to the Christmas Story in many ways. The
pregnant Mary, the travel to find a place to stay, and ultimately,
making do with a place that really isn’t a home or an inn. It seems
that the story itself is inspirational to our women and children,
regardless of their spiritual beliefs.

As the story unfolds, our women and children understand that
pregnancy and homelessness do not mean the end of hope.  With
hope all things are possible.  Great things can happen, to them,
to their children and in the life they choose. The Christmas Story,
it turns out, is universal in its message of hope, birth, faith, and
renewal of spirit.

The Christmas Story

It was June of 2010 when Pat Reilly,
Residential Manager at the Center,
invited my friend Barbara and I to have

lunch.  As we ate she asked us if we could help
prepare young women at the Center to take
the test for their high school equivalency
diploma. We agreed and in July we began to
meet with the women twice a week. One of the
women was Ariana.  

Ariana along with the other women were
committed to obtaining their GED. Each
woman had her own reason for taking the test.
Each had a goal.  Ariana and I began to work
one to one. She wanted to obtain her GED to
make a better life for her two beautiful
daughters. Barbara and I worked with the
women for about two months. The time came;
Ariana and the other women took the test.
The other women passed on the first try; she
needed additional help in math.  This did not
deter her. In fact it made her work harder.

September came and I was going back to
school to my new class. I told her I would
continue to come in the evening after school.
She agreed and we continued to work. The
difference now was that there was no
childcare for the girls. This did not deter her.
The girls would come down and Barbara or
my son Rob would care for them while we
worked. Her commitment was strong; she
wanted to make a better life for her girls. As
the months went on she took the test again
and still needed assistance but she did not 
give up.

We continued to work into the New Year.
The girls would come to the study sessions
with Ariana.  The girls would come to the
sessions with things to play with but very
often they would want Ariana.  She would
work with one of the girls in her lap and the
other playing next to her. I would ask her if
she wanted a break or to stop but she said no
she wanted to continue.  She kept her focus, a
better life for her girls.

She got the news that she would be
graduating from the program. I was so happy
and proud to know this young woman. I did
not know what brought her to the Center. I
knew nothing about her life before July of
2010. What I learned from her in the months
that followed inspired me both as a mother
and a teacher. As I watched her I saw her love
for her girls, never yelling or getting frustrated
with them as she tried to study. Ariana came
to each study session hungry to learn and
embracing each new thing she was taught no
matter how difficult. Her capacity to love and
care was amazing to me despite what
happened before she came to the center and
what she would face upon graduation. I don’t
think she ever knew the lessons she taught
me and for this and her friendship I will be
forever grateful.

A Lesson Learned

WE ARE GREEN.
Please go to info@cge-NJ.org to share your email.
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Peggy was surrounded by baby gifts, 
and her face was glowing.  She was
excited and happy.  As an expectant mom
this day was special, and just like other
baby showers, except for one thing,
Peggy was at the Center for Great
Expectations waiting for the birth of her
baby.  She had successfully embraced the
program, was drug free and ready to
become a mother to her new baby.

Watching her with her exuberant
personality, laughing and smiling and so
together reminded those of us in
attendance that this wasn’t always so.
Her story, like all the other residents,
wasn’t typical.  She went into a
downward spiral following her husband’s
deployment overseas. She didn’t realize
she was pregnant at the time. She was
fearful for his safety, couldn’t handle
being alone, and sank to the depths of

despair.  Her solace was alcohol and drugs.
Then she realized she was pregnant and
sought help from the Center. While at the
Center she received word that her
husband was missing.

Her journey toward wellness was an
agony of determination and will, but she
made it with the help of the staff at 
the Center. Along the way she came to
embrace the program and gradually
began to turn toward the future, where 
a new beginning for her and her baby 
was her goal.  She was becoming strong
and was moving slowly to accepting 
she would have to face life without 
her husband. 

The rest of the story is not what you
would expect. You would expect that
perhaps she received word that her
husband had survived and was alright.
That isn’t the way it turned out. One 

day, two weeks before Christmas, one of
our staff answered the doorbell. Two
uniformed soldiers stood there asking to
see Peggy. The tension was unbearable.
When Peggy walked into the lobby and 
saw the two officers she started to
scream, and scream. We started toward
her and the next thing we knew she 
was flying into to the arms of one of 
the soldiers!  It was her husband, and 
we were witnessing one of the most
remarkable reunions ever. One amazing
moment followed the other as Peggy’s
husband met his little girl, 9 month-old
Jessica for the first time; she was named
after her daddy, Jesse.

Peggy had a happy ending that was 
not expected, but because of the Center,
she was prepared to meet the emotional
and physical challenges that life presents
in many different forms.   

A Reason To Believe

Does your company have a matching gift program?

If so, you may be able to double your gift to the Center.  Your Human
Resource Department can tell you. We do all the work - you just send
us the form with your gift. 

Visit the Center on Facebook.com

NEEDS LIST
We are often asked what we need for residents, babies, and children. Currently,
the list below represents items that are completely off our shelves. We appreciate
any donation, and sincerely thank you for your kind support.
Boppy Pillows, Humidifier - Cool Mist, Baby Bath Tubs, Baby Monitors, Childrens DVD
Player, and Diapers Size N-5.   
Contact Sister Madeline at (732) 247-7003, Ext  25, for more information.


