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Make It Matter

Happy Birthday
to Them

One North Carolina couple wanted a way
for their kids to help others. The solution: cake,
candy,and candles. sy micHELLE crRoUCH

or John and Amy Cervantes, birthdays have always been a big deal—

a welcome excuse to celebrate life. When their eldest son, Alex,

turned three, in 2005, they invited 20 friends to a nearby park and
hired a clown to paint faces and make balloon animals.

Not long after that, the couple

were brainstorming ways
to teach Alex about giving to
others. “That’s when a spark
went off,” says Amy. “We
wanted to do something that
would have an impact on our
community, that wasn’t al-
ready being done, and
that our young
children could
participate in.
I started won-
dering what
less fortunate
kids do on

John, Alex, and
Amy witha
gift of joy.
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their birthdays. The next day, we
called a local shelter.” What they
learned is that homeless children
typically don’t do anything to cele-
brate. No cake. No gifts. No party.
Several weeks later, the family
threw a party at the shelter for the
children who had birthdays that

“Just look at their

faces. Even if it’s not

their birthday, kids
love these parties.”

month. They decorated, served cake,
and led 50 kids in the limbo. Alex
helped fill and pass out goody bags
and presents. When one five-year-
old opened her gifts—a pink shirt
with glitter, bracelets, and a stuffed
animal—she turned to Amy and
asked, “Really? I get to keep these?”

ince that first party, the
couple have turned their
simple idea into Birthday
Blessings, a nonprofit that hosts
monthly parties at ten shelters in and
around Charlotte, North Carolina.
The group also delivers baby supplies
to new moms in the shelters. And it
discreetly sends treats to elementary
schools so homeless kids can cele-
brate their birthdays with friends.

To date, Birthday Blessings
(birthdayblessings.org) has thrown
more than 500 parties and handed
out over 22,000 favors to nearly
4,000 homeless children. The idea is
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spreading fast, with affiliate chapters
set to launch in Atlanta, Cincinnati,
and northeast Indiana.

Recently, eager children watched
volunteers at a Salvation Army
shelter hang streamers and set out a
huge cake. “Just look at their faces,”
says Karen Prioleau, director of the
center’s Boys & Girls Club.
“Even if it’s not their birthday,
they love these parties.”

The children played bingo
and made pictures with col-
ored sand, then oohed and
aahed as six kids opened their
gifts. One girl pulled various
Hannah Montana items out of a
bag while wondering out loud
how volunteers knew she loved the
popular teen singer (a lucky guess,
says Amy). Another sniffed a stuffed
puppy, incredulous that it was
brand-new. And a 16-year-old boy
lifted his new basketball in the air
like a trophy. “I've never had a big
party like this with my friends,”
he explained.

Birthday Blessings is operated
entirely by volunteers—they sort,
wrap, set up, greet, and host—with
Amy, a stay-at-home mom, at the
helm. John juggles his career as an
investment adviser while setting up
the group’s affiliate network and
running its capital campaign. About
half of last year’s $125,000 budget
was made up of gifts from area
supporters. The charity will take
almost anything—toys, clothing,
candy, paper products, baby items—
as long as it’s not used. “These kids
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