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A DIVINE SEASON OF CONNECTEDNESS 
It’s that “most wonderful time of year.”  With everything 
decked out in garlands and twinkling lights, we take time out 
from our ordinary routines to pursue holiday ventures.   
 
Everything from a quick vacation get away, to families 
gathering together, to office parties and friends finding a 
friendly pub to relax together.  Gift giving.  Perhaps even a 
moment or two to reflect in solitude on God’s graciousness to 
us in gifting us his Son Jesus. 
 
Jesus is not simply a historical figure.  He is a real person, at the 
right hand of the Father, continuing to intercede for us, whom 
we can get to know and have a relationship with through the 
Holy Spirit.  Like the first disciples, we too can follow him as 
disciples. 
 
In this issue you will read about the real efforts of others to 
follow the lead of Jesus as his modern-day disciples.  Enjoy 
your reading during this “most wonderful time of  year.” 

To learn more about Divine Mercy Parish,  

visit our website: 

www.divinemercynorthshore.org 

Engaging Hearts in Children’s Ministry 



THE TRUE MEANING OF LOVE 
On Thursday, October 17, something truly amazing happened 
at our parish. That evening David and Tonya Wallach, who 
were observing their 20th wedding anniversary, gathered with 
their three children, family, and friends to celebrate the 
sacrament of marriage at Sacred Heart Church. At a little after 
4 pm, right in front of the church, David dropped to one knee 
and asked Tonya if she would marry him again. 

After a resounding “Yes!” on Tonya’s part, the couple and all 
who were present for the 
proposal went into the 
parish office to prepare for 
the ceremony. 
Unbeknownst to Tonya, a 
selection of wedding 
dresses, shoes, and even a 
makeup and hair artist were 
waiting to transform the 
already beaming Tonya into 
a bride. 

The entire event was a complete surprise for Tonya, who 
wasn’t aware that her husband had also received the 
Sacraments of Baptism, First Eucharist, and Confirmation to 
prepare for the ceremony. 

For David, the celebration was the culmination of years of 
discernment and months of preparation. “My parents got a 
divorce when I was 6 years old,” says David. “My dad, who is 
Jewish, raised me Jewish when I was with him. My mother, 
who is Catholic, raised me Catholic when I was with her. It’s 
kind of like being raised by Burger King and McDonald’s. 
Religion in our home was being pulled into a building and told 
to behave, be quiet, and follow along. I always knew there was 
more meaning to both, but religion also felt like a punishment 
and a weapon used by my parents. 

“For the longest time, I ignored religion, but when I met Tonya 
and saw how much it meant to her, how it was a part of her 
history and the fabric of who she was, I started to really want 
more and to be more a part of the Catholic community. I have 
been thinking about this for over 20 years, finally taking the 
steps and asking the questions and doing the work is 
something I am very proud of.” 

David notes the process wasn’t without its challenges. “The 
entire thing, it’s Catholicism, and with that comes a lot of 
history, good and bad. I was asking a complete group of 
strangers to help me change a major part of my life. It was 
terrifying at first. But as I learned -- because I did pay attention 
to Father Steve -- Jesus’ true definition of ‘the church’ wasn’t a 
building, but the people that were with him. Church is about 
people of all kinds and He welcomed them with open arms. 
Once I learned that it became fun, emotional at times, and so 
very interesting.” 

For example, “One of the conversations Father Steve and I had 
was when he asked me if I pray. And I said yes, every day. So, 
he asked me to pray the way I pray out loud! That’s something 
I never did with Tonya or my kids, because to me it’s almost 
like meditating. After I was done, instead of judging me, he 
asked me if I had thought about including Jesus in my prayers -
- which I never had. He talked about taking a step towards 
Jesus and trying it out. Not jumping in with both feet which 
can seem intimidating, but take a step, try it. So, the next 
morning when I woke up, I did and though it felt awkward it 
didn’t feel bad, and the next day, and the next. Now Jesus is a 
part of my every day when I pray, and it feels good to have him 
in my prayers and heart.” 

David notes that his sacramental journey didn’t always go 
according to his plans. For example, “The initial response was 
‘no, we can’t do that.’ Then, we found out I had in fact never 
been baptized and we hit another massive mountain to climb. 
Despite the obstacles that were in my way, I never thought 
about quitting -- this was a gift for my wife and the idea of 
stopping never occurred to me. The commitment and amazing 
energy from everyone at the church to make this happen and 
the vision in my head of being able to share this with her, 
made giving up an impossibility.  That, and I was having a 
great time doing it.” 

He goes on to describe the day he received his Sacraments of 
Baptism, First Eucharist, and Confirmation. “That day when 
everything happened, I was blown away. I didn’t know what to 
expect and it was just me, my godmother, and a friend. Then 
Ron and an amazing singer started singing, Father Steve 
started talking and I thought ‘This is all for me? This is 
amazing.’” 



“There were two moments that really had an impact on me. 
Despite the church being empty, Father Steve looked at me 
and said ‘It may feel like you are alone, but over 2,000 years of 
history and community is in here with you and now you are a 
part of that.’ It took my breath away. I realized that I always 
wanted to be a part of something more. To have worked that 
hard and to be welcomed with open arms, 
there are no words to describe that. The 
second thing was the love and energy that was 
coming from strangers at the church. As a 
parent you don’t get a lot of complete 
moments that are just about you. Not like this, 
100 percent selfless from other people, making 
me feel welcome and not asking anything in 
return. 

“There was another moment that will be 
engraved in my heart forever. Right before 
our wedding, Tonya was sick and in and out 
of hospital care. I had kept the wedding 
plans secret even from our kids. A week 
before the ceremony, I brought my two 
boys to church and in the church, I told 
them what I had planned and what I had 
done. We sat in the same seats I sat in when 
I was baptized and I told our oldest son that 
the confirmation name I chose was Nicholas, 
after him, and hoped our youngest would do 
the same someday to start a new family 
tradition. Then I asked them to sit and pray 
to Jesus for their mom and her recovery. 
Without hesitation they accepted what I had 
told them and the three of us sat in the 
empty church praying. When it was over we all hugged and 
began to cry.  The boys looked at me and told me that they 
were proud of me. We have had 10,000 moments in our lives 
together, none as special as that.” 

For Tonya, there were also many wonderful moments she will 

Parishioners You Should Know 

always remember. “It was overwhelming! It is the kindest thing 
anyone has ever done for me – to recognize something that 
was so important to who I am and my journey and to want to 
walk that beside me. The extent of David’s thoughtfulness 
about every detail hit hard when he told me that our three-
year-old flower girl was Penny, the daughter of our former 

nanny, Samantha. Both of our sons had been ring 
bearers in Samantha’s wedding, and Penny was dressed 
in sparkly red shoes, just like our daughter Katie, who 
was five at our first wedding.” 

Tonya adds, “It’s easy to take each other for granted 
over the course of a relationship, or to be more critical 
than thankful. For me, this experience made me more 

grateful in general and focused on trying to raise 
up the good and move past the not so good.”  
Besides a trove of happy memories and pictures, 
Tonya says, “I hope it has shown our children the 
importance of compromise, selflessness, 
celebrating milestones, and love.” 

David adds, “Our children were amazing. Once 
they knew about the surprise, we were all able to 

talk a lot about this entire thing. One of my goals in 
all of this was to show them that love isn’t defined 
by a physical act or gifts, but it is about honoring 
the people you love, hearing them, and opening 
your heart to their beliefs and ideals, even when it 
may be contrary to everything you know. Not a lot 
of kids get to be in their parents’ wedding, but 
having Katie as our maid of honor, Johnny as our 
best man, and Charlie singing as Tonya walked 
down the aisle, it was wonderful—something 
they’ll carry with them as they grow and start their 

own families.” 

As far as their advice to others who may have sacraments to 
catch up on and celebrate, they both agree: Don’t be afraid to 
take a step, that’s the hardest part of any journey, but this was 
worth it and life changing. 

Every week, the Ministers of Care from our parish bring nearly 
100 people the Body of Christ. At Divine Mercy Parish, two 
teams visit nursing homes -- NorthShore Place, The Grove, 
and Elevate. Others visit individuals, and still others volunteer 
with area hospitals such as Evanston Hospital and Lutheran 
General. 
 

Ministers bring the joy and hope of Christ to those who 
sometimes receive no other visitors during the week. This 
month we asked our Ministers of Care to give us a glimpse into 
why they joined this ministry and what experiences they have 
had. 
 

Why did you choose to become a Minister of Care? 
“A number of years ago after a weekday Mass, I was 
approached by a couple of Ministers of Care who asked me to 

consider joining them. I was reluctant at first, but they were 
persistent, and I joined one of them for a visit to a local nursing 
home. After witnessing the peace and contentment the sick 
receive during Communion, I knew I wanted to be a Minister of 
Care.” (Mike Pearson) 
 

“I was always afraid of doctors and especially hospitals. Since 
hospitals are full of people like myself, I thought that I could at 
least bring them some comfort.” (Michael Conway) 
 

“I chose to become a Minister of Care because my friend Frieda 
asked me, and I had done it earlier with June Hocter.” (Kay 
Madden) 
 

“I had been resisting a nudge to visit people who were 
homebound for a long while. I had met several people through 
Alpha who were no longer able to come to Mass consistently. 

Connected Through Discipleship 



Connected Through Discipleship 

After Covid, I realized that being isolated can be very 
detrimental. I finally gave in to the Holy Spirit and decided to 
approach the topic with Liz. She encouraged me to meet with 
Mike Pearson, who explained to me the logistics and let me 
know how meaningful this ministry could be to both the 
parishioners we visit as well as to us.” (Rita Compton) 
 

“It was the apparent need within the community, realizing that 
there are not sufficient priests and care ministers 
around.” (Chris O’Donnell) 
 

What is your favorite thing about this ministry? 
“My favorite thing about the ministry is witnessing how the 
sick react when they see me holding the pyx and know that 
they are about to receive. It may seem difficult to visit people 
who are poor and sometimes very sick, but I know the Holy 
Spirit is there for guidance.” (Mike Pearson) 
 

“It is a great privilege to be doing this, and most patients are 
truly grateful -- though many think that I am a priest and insist 
on calling me ‘father.’ I can offer prayers in four languages, 
which means that I can reach more people. Volunteering in a 
hospital was a great idea.” (Michael Conway) 
 

“My favorite thing about this job is interacting with these 
lovely people who are my peers. They are so grateful for our 
visits and the opportunity to receive the sacrament. It enriches 
me as much as it does them.” (Kay Madden) 
 

“Obviously, bringing the Eucharist to them and praying 
together is a huge privilege and has allowed me to witness the 
power of our faith in action. It is such a beautiful, deep faith 
that brings peace even when things are hard. When I ask what I 
can do for them, they all say, "The Eucharist is everything we 
need." I absolutely love hearing their stories, laughing 
together, sharing what is going on in the parish and in my life, 
and receiving wise counsel from them. We are truly friends, 
and I look forward to seeing them at least once a week.” (Rita 
Compton) 
 

Is there anything that was difficult for you in the beginning, 
or that made you feel nervous, and how did you overcome 
that? 
“I was called to a nursing home early one morning because a 
resident who had received Last Rites wanted to receive 
Communion one last time. I brought Communion to her and 
sat beside her bed in silence and prayed. A few days later I 
visited the facility for a regular visit and her room was empty. 
Another time, during a visit to a nursing home, a resident who 
was very poor reached into his wallet after receiving 
Communion and handed me his last three dollars to give to our 
church to help the others. My first thought was to not accept it, 
but I realized who am I to make the call. All I could think about 
was the parable about the poor widow who gave her last 
coins.” (Mike Pearson) 
 

“Visiting seriously ill patients can be emotionally taxing, but I 
stay cheerful and sympathetic and that usually helps.” (Michael 
Conway) 
 

“It's hard to remember how it was in the beginning now, but I'm 
sure I was nervous about meeting them for the first time and the 
logistics, but it did not take long to establish a relationship. I 
would pray on my way to their homes and ask the Lord to help 
me best connect with them.” (Rita Compton) 
 

“Difficulties are encountered due to time needed and you need 
to make that commitment. It was hard coming to the realization 
that I am worthy to do this, but once I was involved and I saw the 
benefits, I was motivated.” (Chris O’Donnell) 
 

What advice would you offer to someone interested in 
becoming a Minister of Care? 
“The rewards are amazing. For example, I visited an individual 
who had broken his neck from a fall down the stairs and was told 
he might not walk again. I visited him weekly and one day his 
caregiver told me to wait in their living room. I expected to see 
him in his wheelchair, but I heard footsteps coming down the 
hallway. He was able to walk with help and stand to receive 
Communion. This and other events have had a major impact on 
me and my faith in ways I never expected. If anyone feels they 
may have a calling to visit those in need, please consider it and 
join one of us to see what it is all about just as I did years ago 
when approached by other ministers after Mass.” (Mike Pearson) 
 

“You can have ‘cheat-sheets’ with the prayers in your pocket. 
They help if people start interrupting or making unrelated 
comments and distract me.” (Michael Conway) 
 

To those who might consider this ministry, I would say, join the 
party! It's a very rewarding way to live out our mission of service 
to the community, especially our fellow Christians.” (Kay 
Madden) 
 

“I say go for it! If you feel a nudge to help in a nursing home or 
home setting, give yourself the space for the Holy Spirit to work, 
and don't shy away from it. The Lord will provide everything we 
need -- we just need to say yes. For some homebound people, 
the time we spend together might be the only time they talk to 
another person in an entire day. It gives them something to look 
forward to, to get dressed and ready for. I often think of my 
parents who live far away. I hope that when they are in need of 
someone to visit them and bring Communion, there will be 
another minister of care willing to make the effort. It is a 
wonderful gift for everyone involved.” (Rita Compton) 
 

“By doing this you feel connected to the parish, and I am grateful 
for the opportunity. Once you get your mind around this and do 
it, and experience the joy that others receive, it's apparent what 
the benefits are.” (Chris O’Donnell) 
 

“I feel that being a Minister of Care is a great way to connect to 
the body and soul of a person. I enjoy visiting with the person 
and discussing current events or whatever topics that are of 
interest. After a pleasant visit, it is an honor to administer the 
Body of Christ.” (Jeanne Doherty) 
 

Interested in becoming a Minister of Care, or in having someone 
bring Communion to you or someone you know? Please contact 
Liz McGowen, Lmcgowen@divinemercynorthshore.org. 

mailto:Lmcgowen@divinemercynorthshore.org


Connected to Sacred Heart School 
SACRED HEART CONNECTIONS 
THAT LAST A LIFETIME 
By Whitney Wolf and Margaret Sullivan (Class of ’74) 
The Sacred Heart Class of 1974 gathered on September 28, 
2024, to celebrate their 50th reunion—a milestone that 
marked not only the passage of time but the enduring bond of 
friendship and shared experiences. The reunion was more 
than just an event; it was a testament to the lifelong impact of 
their formative years at Sacred Heart, where lessons in 
spirituality, community, and gratitude left an indelible mark 
on each of their lives. 
 

With alumni jetting in from all corners of the country, the 
reunion was shaping up to be a heartfelt trip down memory 
lane—a chance to revel in shared memories and honor the 
profound legacy of Sacred Heart. My plan? Stop by early, snap 
a few “insta-worthy” shots, exchange a polite hello or two, 
and stealthily exit stage left just in time to fulfill my nightly 
parental duties. But as plans often do, this one unraveled 
spectacularly. 
 

Before I could perfect my wallflower stance, I found myself 
peppered with friendly interrogations: “Who are you?” “Why 
are you here?” Suddenly, my covert operation had all the 
subtlety of a toddler with a drum set. And then, as if on cue 
from the universe, the designated photographer had to make 
an unexpectedly early exit. I should have seen it coming. As 

the realization dawned that this gathering was far more than a 
casual meet-and-greet, I felt an undeniable tug—a calling, 
even—to step in. Smartphone in hand, I traded my escape plan 

for the privilege of preserving a once-in-a-lifetime collection of 
moments, all unfolding in the Parish Center rotunda. What I 
thought would be a quick visit instead quickly transformed into 
a front-row seat to a living piece of history, illuminated by the 
quiet radiance of sacred space and the profound bonds of 
lifelong friendship. 
 

Yet, this wasn’t — nor could it ever truly be — my story to tell. 
Margaret Sullivan, one of the reunion’s passionate organizers, 
graciously shared her reflections with me. With heartfelt 
enthusiasm, she brought every photograph to life, offering 
names and stories for each captured moment. It’s only fitting 
that you hear it in her own words, where the true spirit of that 
magical evening resides. 
 

“Reunion is such a small word for such an epic adventure 
and the meeting of cherished & lifelong friends. 
 

The school and church staff welcomed us with open arms 
for a tour of the beloved grounds of 1095 Gage Street, a 
beautiful mass and an extraordinary party in the Parish 
Center. Our classmate, Dan Manella said, “it was one of 
the greatest nights of my life,” and I know the rest of us 
would agree.   Classmates came from across the United 
States for what turned out to be a night of inspirational 
Ted talks, hilarious time-travel trivia, and a rocking dance 
party. It was a night filled with camaraderie and affection. 

 

What a treasure our time was there some five decades 
ago. Sacred Heart taught us that spirituality matters, 

From left to right: Classmates, neighbors & friends Susan McMurray & Neal Pflum, Mary Fasano, Karen Wehman Kennedy, Margaret  Sullivan, John Fay, Carrie 
Toffenetti Bagg with her son Hayden, Sue Kauss Frost, Margaret Sullivan, Brendan Feil, Dea Mazzetta Zimmerman & husband Clifford. 

Pictured above: Front row- L to R: Susan McMurray, Dan Ashenden, Tom 
Bates.  Second row: Mary Henslee, Dea Mazzetta, Carrie Toffenetti, Jean 
Ehmann, Margaret Sullivan, Pam Creigh, Susannah Smith, Shannon Quinn, 
Charles Kralovec, Sue Kauss.  Third Row: Catherine Behan, Dan  Mannella 
(above), Woo Berner, Christian Erzinger, Brendan Feil, Martha Hopkins, 
Mary Fasano, Karen Wehman Kennedy, Neal Pflum, and John Fay. 
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teachers matter, belonging and gratitude matter. Sacred 
Heart wove this all together for us and we took this 
tapestry out into the 
world and never forgot 
each other or where we 
came from - such 
enduring power and 
grace. 

 

This little building and 
church, tucked behind a 
line of English tutor 
businesses in Hubbard 
Woods has been, for us, a 
powerhouse of love, 
learning, and spirituality, 
a blueprint for how to show up in the world and how to 
care for others. We are the sum of all of the time we 
shared at Sacred Heart, and of the people who loved us 
and sent us off into the world. 

 

As it so happens, our 8th grade play was ‘The Wizard of 
Oz’ - so timeless with its validating message - we are all 
just walking each other home. The class of 1974 would like 
to express our love and gratitude to Sacred Heart for all 
its many and beautiful gifts that have already lasted a 
lifetime and will continue well into the future.” 

 

As the evening unfolded, what struck me the most was not 
just the warmth of the shared memories or the enduring 

camaraderie of the Class of 1974, but the profound sense of 
purpose and connection that filled the room. What began as a 

simple task — capturing moments — 
quickly became something far 
greater. Witnessing the depth of 
their gratitude, the unshakable 
bonds they forged, and the love they 
carried for Sacred Heart and one 
another left me profoundly moved. 
It was a reminder that the spaces 
and communities we hold dear have 
the power to shape us long after we 
leave them. I arrived to the reunion  
as an observer. I left, deeply inspired 
and grateful for the chance to 
witness not only their history but 

also the enduring beauty of lives rooted in faith, friendship, and 
gratitude. 

Blasts from the Past:   
Girls Basketball Team, the 
boys in 1974 (everyone 
knows John Fay, bottom left) 
and the Ski Trip to Porcupine 
Mountain with the famous 
SH teacher/Coach Dan 
Monckton 

Engaging Hearts in Children’s Ministry 

The Christmas season is a time of joy, love and 
hope. It is a time when we celebrate the birth of 
Jesus Christ, our Savior.  This season is especially 
meaningful in Children’s Ministry as we guide the 
children to experience the true reason for the 
season: The Love of Christ.  It is also expressed 
during our annual Children’s Ministry Christmas 
Pageant. 
 

During Advent, our children prepared for 
Christmas by working on a special project to bring 
their prayers to life in a visible way—with a prayer 

chain.  Each loop in this prayer chain represents 
heartfelt prayers – prayers of thanksgiving and 
hope, as well as petitions for peace, love and joy. 
 

Let’s work together to make this season a 
memorable one for all of our children as they 
experience the love of Jesus and learn to share it 
with others.  
 

May this Christmas fill your hearts with peace and 
Joy!  Merry Christmas! 

 


