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God’s Living Word Is Comfort & Affliction 
Rev. Kevin McCray, 2013
St. Mary, Evanston

As both a convert to Catholicism, and as a later 
vocation to the priesthood, I feel that I was 
led on the journey of faith by the diverse 
ways that my parents showed the face of 
Christ to others. Even though my journey 

involved another faith tradition, I was given that foundation 
of faith at an early age—but it was a foundation that was 
built on two distinct ways of living out one’s faith. It was 
through these various examples of intensity that my own 
faith life both matured and remained infantile from my 
childhood through my thirties.

My mother was the church pianist at the local Methodist 
Church, so all of her children were highly involved and 
very visible in church from an early age. We helped clean 
the church, set up for events, were involved with the Boys 
and Girls Scouts, and went on mission trips. As we got 
older, we became cantors, and lectors, and ushers, and as 
we became teens, we went door-to-door in our community 
to invite our neighbors to attend the various events being 
held at our church.

On the other hand, my father never went to church. He 
wasn’t a joiner, and he liked having the house to himself on 
Sundays, when the rest of us were at church. He considered 
himself a good Christian, he read the Bible, he made sure 
his children were brought up in faith and right living—but 
he himself never attended church. I can count on both hands 
the number of times I was ever in church with my father.

So at an early age, my family gave me two divergent 
ways of living a life that was built on faith. One was 
visible and very public, where faith was worn out on one’s 
sleeve, and where it went door-to-door to evangelize; and 
the other way was hidden, private, living as the “Good 
Book” instructed us to live—spiritual, but not with any 
involvement with an institutional church. My father’s 
ministry was to be a solid, law-abiding, compassionate, 
and respectable family member and neighbor. He looked 
out for those in need in our family, in our neighborhood 
and in his work place. Time and time again I remember 
people coming to my father, asking for a handout, asking 
for advice, asking for help in a difficult family situation. 
He would give the shirt off his back, or he would give the 
time needed to listen to other people’s problem, and try to 
help them lighten their load.

Once I went away to college, my faith life began 
to follow the example of my father, where I felt I didn’t 
need to attend a church to be religious. Studies, dating, 
sports, and fraternity life took precedence and soon I was 
only going for the high holidays or for family baptisms 

and weddings. I still felt I was living a Christian life, the 
lessons learned at home prompted me to be involved with 
many charitable activities, but I didn’t feel I needed to be 
a member of a church.

It was after I moved to Chicago, where my faith life 
grew due to the examples I saw and experienced in the 
“family” of friends and co-workers who invited me into 
their lives. For the first time in my life, I was around 
Catholics. It was through these families that I was once 
again brought back to having a public faith life. Even 
though it was a different faith tradition, it seemed to meld 
both of my parent’s faith examples—the great Catholic 
“both/and”. In the messiness of their lives, in the messiness 
of my own life of dating, working, and making my way 
in the world, I was drawn into this new tradition because 
of the deep joy I saw in my friend’s lives, even in times 
of pain and loss—a joy that had been lacking in my own 
for many years. Eventually, it was the questions that my 
family, my Catholic friends, and my co-workers asked me 
to consider that lead me on the journey to become Catholic 
and to discern the path to priesthood. It was the prayers of 
all of my “families” that prayed me to the point where I 
could live an integrated faith life between it being private 
and public.

Being ordained in May of 2013, at the age of 53, I feel I 
am able to connect and minister to my parishioners because 
I have been through their various situations. I have faced the 
same questions, decisions, hurdles, distractions, loss, pain, 
and doubt; and I have also experienced the same grace and 
joy that makes our faith life-giving. I have also experienced 
the same worldly influences and distractions of job, 
wealth, status, consumerism, preoccupation of sports and 
entertainment, education, and level of faith commitment 
that often try to pull us away from our relationships with 
God and with our parishes.

It is through the ministry of being a priest that my 
relationships with my parishioners become malleable, and 
reflect the relationships that were first introduced in our 
childhood. For some I am Father, one who leads, one to 
be trusted; for others I am Brother, one who walks beside 
them on the road to Emmaus, where we both grow in 
understanding and where our hearts burn in the desire to 
be closer to God; and for others I am Son, one who honors 
and learns from parishioners in their time given, sacrifices 
made and commitments kept as they do the Lord’s work 
in their families, in the parish, in the workplace, and in the 
marketplace.

All this impacts how I am present for my parish as I 
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grow to be visible in their lives, in both times of celebration 
and in times of distress. When I am with couples preparing 
for marriage, when I am with parents preparing for their 
child’s baptism, when I am at the sickbed of a parishioner, 
or when I am with families preparing to bury a loved one—I 
am cognizant of the many pressures, responsibilities and 
competing demands in which they have to contend. Due 
to the many families that have guided me on my journey 
of faith, my priesthood does not live in an ivory tower of 
perfection, but instead is in the messiness of both family and 
parish life. So being a “Father”, means being a shepherd, 
one who lives with his sheep and understands the lives they 
are often living. It means being a shepherd who leads and 
journeys with sheep that are not always perfect, sheep that 
are often compromised, but also sheep that have much to 
teach me, whose lives contain many flashes of deep faith, 
and whose lives show me what God’s grace looks like on 
a daily basis. So my ministry is to live as Pope Francis 
encourages us all to live it, by “being a shepherd who 
smells like his sheep.”

When I go into the classroom to talk about Vocations, I 
discuss that we all have one, whether it is to the priesthood, 
or to married, single, religious, or consecrated life. My 
vocation to the priesthood overlaps between being single 
in the world, but at the same time being “married” to the 
Church. The faith journey that I have travelled for the 
last 55 years is one that reflects a courtship. There were 
times of “introduction” and hesitation where I sized it 
up. There were times where friends tried to “fix me up” 
with their church. There were times of “dancing”, where I 
questioned if we would make good partners. There were the 
emotional highs of passion and love; and there were times 
of emotional lows where I found myself feeling neglected, 
lonely and betrayed. But as I continue to grow in my faith 
and ministry these experiences have helped me to become 
a stronger partner in this committed relationship. Every day 
I have to make the decision to live like my parishioners, 
who sacrifice for their beloved; and every day I have to 
show what self-giving love looks like, as I remember that 
I am the recipient of God’s ultimate self-gift, his own Son, 
my salvation. The best is yet to come.  u

This fall the Church in the United States celebrated 
as a family with the Holy Father Pope Francis. It 
was a time of great joy and pride for a Catholic 

community; a family living in the midst of the larger world. 
For many of us who live our lives as priests the Church 
family is a reflection of our own family. The Church is a 
place in which we are able to celebrate our joys together 
and stand together in the difficult times. It is a place where 
our laughter and tears mingle, and hope for a brighter 
future germinates. For me the Church is home, a place of 
sharing, caring, and acceptance. The Church is our school, 
our teacher opening us to a bigger world than we ever 
imagined. The Church is our mother, our father, it is our 
family. For myself, my birth family opened my eyes to the 
daily struggles and joy we all experience. The names may 
be different, but I would guess most of us have families 
and friends who have made us who we are. 

My earliest experience of family might best be 
described as being part of a loud crowd. Siemianowskis 
never do anything alone. We have a pack mentality. If 
one is good then twenty, forty or sixty is even better. This 
rule included holidays, baptisms, weddings, funerals, 
birthdays, proms, graduations, etc. Imagine your high 
school prom. It was expected that we would stop at every 
house for pictures before the festivities began. Walk into 
the Siemianowski home and there would be at least 30 or 

forty family members gathered to witness this life changing 
event. Remember we are talking about prom. Grandparents, 
aunts and uncles, brothers and sisters, neighbors and of 
course mom. By the time you left the house my date and 
I could count on being, flushed, sweaty, disheveled and 
covered in lipstick. The goal was to survive the pictures 
with some semblance of dignity and make it to the dance 
on time. I believe a number of my high school dance dates 
were Italian. The Polish and Italian combination seemed 
to work because their families were as large and crazy as 
my own. 

So the first thing I learned was to hold your own in 
a crowd. Don’t get lost in the crowd and make sure your 
needs and desires have been heard. Crowds are not to be 
feared, instead we are to just jump in and swim. Chances 
are that the water is going to feel good and the experience 
is going to be great. Don’t get me wrong, you also learn 
quickly the difference between a swimming pool and a 
shark tank. Never get in the middle of a family fight. It is 
better to circle the edges and toss lines to survivors because 
chances are that in a day or two everything will be forgotten 
and life will go on. 

That brings me to forgiveness. In this year of mercy, 
forgiveness is a hot topic. Let me explain one of my first 
experiences of anger and forgiveness. My parents never 

John’s Story
Rev. John Siemianowski, 1989
St. Agnes, Chicago Heights 

See John’s Story on page 4.
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fought. I never heard my parents raise their voices toward 
each other. They reserved their “outside voice” for us, their 
six children, Linda, Joe, Bob, Jim, Nancy, and yours truly 
John. So how did I learn forgiveness if they never fought? 
Well it is all in the coffee cup. My mother loved purple. Her 
name was Lydia and she could put the Lydia of scripture 
to shame with her love of purple. My father not so much. 
Everyday we would gather around the table for dinner, each 
in our assigned seats. The lefty gets a special corner, the 
trouble maker seated nearest my dad, and mother’s favorite 
and last child, me, right at her side. By the way don’t tell my 
brothers and sisters I was her favorite that was just between 
her and I. So this is what anger and forgiveness looks like. 
After a delicious meal and lots of stories about the day, my 
mother gets up to give my dad his after dinner coffee. All 
is well until we see her grab the purple cup. A silence that 
could be cut with a butter knife, that’s all we were allowed 
to use at that age, fills the space as she pours that cup of 
coffee and sets it in front of my dad. The tension is killing 
us. He thanks my mother for the gesture and stands up and 
goes to the sink. He pours the coffee down the sink. Rather 
wasteful if you ask me and then pours himself another cup 
of coffee in a different cup. As long as the purple cup made 
an appearance we knew all was not well. But not to worry, 
within a few short days the purple cup was gone and all 
was right with the world. 

We learned that disagreements were a part of everyone’s 
life, and that what was important was the bonds that hold 
us together and not the difficulties that try to separate us. If 
we approach those who disagree with us with respect and 
a belief that they really are good at heart, disagreements 
open us to new understanding and possibly a better future 
after we work through it. 

Family was also where I learned about care and 
compassion. We are not meant to be alone, but rather we 
are connected to each other by experiences, and emotions 
that bind us. I believe this story is my life changing story. 
It is only after many years of reflection that I have seen it 
for what it was. 

My mom and dad were married for about 20 years. 
At the age of 40 my dad died of a brain tumor. His death 
was sudden and shocking. Though he was experiencing 
headaches, he worked up to the day he died. He was the 
bread winner and literally the bread maker. My dad owned 
a family bakery in the old neighborhood of town. My mom 
graciously gave up work outside the home to raise the six 
of us, more work than many of her friends who held jobs 
in the “real” world. So in a matter of three hours our lives 
changed forever. I was eight at the time and my oldest sister 
was eighteen. The church was packed for the funeral; there 
wasn’t even room for everybody who came. It was a time 

when many people could get out of work to be at a funeral. 
All my living grandparents, aunt and uncles, cousins, 
neighbors, and friends were there. Our church family also 
filled those days. The scripture passage that speaks of the 
“whole town” came out to seek Jesus looking for healing 
reminds me of that day. The funeral procession snaked from 
Cicero to Hillside where we laid my dad to rest. I remember 
waving to my friends as we past our home not realizing 
what all this meant. After the funeral we spent the rest of the 
day at my aunts and uncles house eating and sharing stories 
of my dad. What happened next is really the story. 

 What does a woman do who hasn’t worked in twenty 
years when her husband up and dies and leaves her with six 
kids. You can either get caught up in despair or you push 
forward into an unknown future. My mom did both. At night 
in her room she cried away her dreams and hopes for her 
and my dad and during the day she trudged into her new 
reality. My mother immediately got a full time job and her 
parents, my grandparents stepped in day to day to take care 
of us kids. Don’t get me wrong, mom was always there, 
but so were my grandparents. In fact lots of people were 
there. The sisters and priests from the parish would often 
stop by to see how we were doing. I know that we were 
allowed to continue in the parish school even though the 
“manila tuition envelope” was always empty. Family took 
care of family. In those early years after my father’s death 
clothes shopping was replaced by bags of hand me downs 
that would appear on our door step. It was our neighbors, 
and church family that kept us clothed. We always hoped 
we would fit into whatever was left and felt cheated if it 
didn’t. Though there is one side story about the hand me 
downs that did cause me some pain. That is when the Hop 
Along Cassidy material was left on our steps and became 
my worse nightmare. 

My grandmother loved to sew, so when she saw that 
material visions appeared in her head. She decided to make 
each of the boys a shirt. Each sized to fit one of us. For the 
good of the family we all bucked up and wore our shirts. 
That is until I realized that because I was the youngest boy 
and because my grandmother had made all those shirts in 
different sizes for my brothers and I, Hop Along Cassidy 
and I would be joined at the hip for years to come. I prayed 
for rips and tears, but that material was tougher then 
drapery. So you can just call me the Hop Along kid! 

Food also seemed to appear at our home like manna in 
the desert. We never went hungry and as children we never 
worried about the next day. That is the real story. Family, 
biological, church and community clothed us, fed us, and 
led us day by day. Mom didn’t have to worry, though I 
know she did because there was a bigger family watching 
out for us. And for me God was heading up that family. I 
believed my call to become a priest came from those years 
where we thrived on the generosity, support, and love of a 
larger church family. The good we do does mean something. 

John’s Story
Continued from page 3.
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Good begets good and it changes the world. 
Thirty years later when we would call my mom at the 

end of the day she would tell us of a wake she had attended. 
I often wondered how she knew the person who had died. 
One day it became perfectly clear when she told me, “They 
were at your father’s funeral”. After all those years, she 
remembered every person who helped her through the 
death of my dad and the least she could do was say thank 
you by her presence. We are created by God to care for 
one another. 

My final story is about how I learned about acceptance. 
The lead characters are my grandparents, my mom’s parents. 
They came from the “old country” as did many of our 
grandparents and parents. They came from Czechoslovakia 
and spoke very little English. Not a big problem because 
like today they arrived in an immigrant parish, Blessed 
Agnes on 26th Street and a neighborhood where everyone 
talked the same language. They made a life together 
and moved west to Cicero. They had children and their 
children’s families expanded as well. The picture I have in 
my mind of my grandparents is them sitting stoically in the 
middle of total chaos every Sunday when our family got 
together. One Sunday when my grandparents were in their 
late seventies I remember the children being put out because 
the grown-ups had something to talk about. As children we 
knew the topic of discussion was my cousin who had just 
had a baby out of wedlock. Okay, that sounded a bit old 
fashioned but that’s how we talked back then. We were sure 
all hell would break out when my grandparents found out. 
As we eavesdropped on my aunts and uncles conversation 
we realized that a baby out of wedlock wasn’t the issue, 
rather it was that the child’s father was Black. Remember 
I grew up in Cicero. When they finally broke the news to 
my grandparents, they sat quietly for a minute and then 
asked, “Where is our great grandchild?” In one question 
they showed that love conquers everything. Acceptance 
of a person was more important than judgment. We are 
called to be open and loving. If that is our starting point 
God will lead all encounters to a gracious end. There is 
nothing anyone can do that will separate them from God. 
Acceptance is a major part of my ministry. 

So what impact has family had on my priesthood? Well 
there is nothing going on in the world that hasn’t happened 
at least once to my family or friends. You name the hot topic 
issues and we lived them. Actually, I believe that most of us 
could say the same if we were being honest. Immigration, 
marriage, divorce, sexuality, prejudice, birth, death, loss 
of jobs, addiction, and illness have all been a part of my 
journey and each of them taught me something about people 
and God. An issue is only an issue until we can put a name 
to it, and then it becomes personal. That is how I believe 
God experiences the world; one person at a time. 

I learned about the importance of love, and compassion. 
I learned that diversity of all kind is a gift. I learned that 

acceptance is life giving. I learned that compromise teaches 
us to look for common ground. I learned that the death of 
a relationship, or a dream, or health, or stability can be as 
earth shattering as an actual death of a loved one. I have 
walked through the valley of deaths, big and small, and 
came out the other side to experience new life. That is the 
real story we share through our lives lived in families. In 
Jesus Christ we live and move and have our being and 
nothing can shake us when we believe that. u
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Is It Time to Die?
Rev. Mike Ahlstrom, 1969
Vicar Emeritus for Deacons

Paschal Mystery is at the heart of our Catholic 
Spirituality. As the Book of Ecclesiastes proclaims 
there is a time to live and a time to die. New life 

and resurrection cannot happen without death. In 2016 
the Association of Chicago Priests celebrated its 50th 
Anniversary. Not a few priests have said it has lived out its 
purpose. Membership and participation are at an all-time 
low. It is time to let it die. I would like to weigh into that 
question with a “Placet juxta modo.” At Vatican II, bishops 
were asked to vote on certain propositions. They could vote 
“Placet” meaning “Yes, it pleases.” Or they could vote “Non 
Placet” when they disagreed with a proposition. But some 
of the key propositions received a “Placet, juxta modo” 
vote. This was a “Yes, but….” This is how progress and 
key changes were made. Similarly, I would say “Yes, let 
the ACP die, BUT let it take a new form of life!” I would 
like to propose some new forms of life.

Recently the ACP changed its name to “The Association 
of Chicago Priests and Deacons.” Fifty years ago, there was 
no Diaconate Community in the Archdiocese. Lay ministry 
was in its infancy. Since our first ordination of deacons in 
1972 there has been a struggle for many deacons to find 
acceptance as brother clergy. In some places there has 
been great collaboration. Deacons have a different but very 
essential charism. They compliment priests in every sense 
of that word. I believe the recent name change can signify 
a transformation in how we do ministry. The ACPD can 
both explore and model that transformation. Much remains 
to be done.

The Mission Statement of the ACPD speaks of 
cooperating with the Archbishop. Fifty years ago, there was 
much tension between the presbyterate and Cardinal Cody. 
When he died much of that tension died. And while we 
have been blessed with very good archbishops, including 
Cardinal Cupich who is always open to dialogue with our 
association, I believe there is a new role. Yes, we have a 
presbyteral council that functions quite well. However, 
having an independent voice is healthy to broaden horizons. 
Just two examples could be exploring a wider use of Rite 
III of the Rite of Penance and the ordination of married 
“men of proven worth” to the presbyterate. Our mission 
statement also speaks of collaboration with non-ordained 
ministers. Fifty years ago, “minsters” were Protestant 
clergy. Lay ministry was a new concept that has come a 
long way. Yet dialogue and collaboration still have a long 
way to go. The ACPD can assist that. Ecumenism and 
interfaith dialogue have come a long way, but in many 
places, has been moved to the back burner. In my limited 
circle the last truly successful endeavor I recall was 9/11 

when we were practically forced together to pray of our 
safety and an end to terrorism. There is much room for the 
association to live up to its mission statement by finding 
better ways to dialogue and come together for action with 
sisters and brothers of other faiths. Our current crisis is 
the violence in our homes and city streets. We need to find 
a way to improve community policing and create a trust 
between citizens and law enforcement. This should be a 
priority for the ACPD. 

There are two crises facing our Archdiocese where I 
believe a reborn ACPD can be very helpful. The first crisis 
is the scandal over the sexual abuse of young people by 
clergy. Even though much of the abuse took place in the 
last century before the Dallas Charter, and many of the 
perpetrators are dead, the aftermath and scandal are very 
much alive. Many Catholics, especially younger ones, are 
leaving the Church. The APCD can show solidarity with the 
victims and assist people in finding faith when there seem 
to be so many reasons to abandon the Church. Listening 
to victims and offering support and hope is so very much 
needed. Deacons in particular, but all clergy need to be 
about washing the feet of those in pain.

The other crisis is focused on Renew My Church. In 
my fifty years of priesthood this is the most exciting thing 
I have seen happen in our archdiocese. The recent summit 
enkindled in me an enthusiasm and hope beyond anything I 
have experienced. Far more than the necessary consolidation 
of parishes this is about evangelization the likes of which 
we have not had for many centuries. Having parishes 
made up of small Christian communities transforming 
people’s lives is what will transform our world. But with 
this rebirth there is much pain as older familiar structures 
must die to enable resurrection. The ACPD can be of great 
service to accompany its members as they accompany their 
parishioners through this transformation. There has to be 
much listening as people mourn and grieve over what has 
been that will be no more. There must be a call to see the 
good news in what is taking place. The ACPD can challenge 
those who are stuck in despair or negativity. We can be 
instruments of hope and courage to embrace the Holy Spirit 
working in our future.

In conclusion I say yes, it is time for the ACP as we 
have known it to die. However it is time for a new ACPD 
to arise. I have always been proud to be a Chicago priest. 
We pioneered in liturgy and Catholic action. Liturgy 
conventions, CFM, YCS, YCW and Marriage Encounter 
are just a few achievements of the past. Now it is time to 
write new history with the achievements we can inspire for 
our future. u
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St. Bartholomew, pray for us. St. George, pray for us. 
St. Michael, pray for us. St. Colette, St. Denis, St. 
Lawrence O’Toole, pray for us. 

I was born and raised on the south side of Waukegan, 
nurtured in faith by caring parents, a loving family and 
fellow parishioners that worshipped at St. Bartholomew’s 
Church. Growing up participation in Sunday Mass was 
not something that filled our calendar only if there was a 
break in obligations to travel sports or other events in the 
family calendar. Participating in weekly worship and ethnic 
rituals and celebrations were part of the fabric and fiber of 
our family and our lived faith. 

My mom worked part time as the parish secretary and 
bulletin editor at our local parish. Dad was a lector at Mass. 
Following in his footsteps, I also served as a lector after 
retiring from altar serving at the age of 16. Fr. Bill Zavaski, 
pastor at the time would refer to me and my brother as the 
“twin towers.” Bill claims to have felt very comfortable 
and safe when the Nacius’ brothers were serving Mass. 
Participation in 40 hours and other parish celebrations were 
part of the worship life and prayer life of my family with 
the parishioners of St. Barth’s. 

Hanging in the hallway of our family home—on the 
other side of the wall of the one land line phone with the 12 
foot phone cord stretched to 20 plus feet—was the crucifix 
that was reverenced each and every time dad left the house. 
The family crèche, passed down from one generation to the 
next, was traditionally placed in front of the Christmas tree, 
in the center of our living room, the center of our celebration 
of the Nativity of our Lord and Savior. 

I had spent the majority of the first twenty seven years 
of my life in Lake County. Ordained in 1989, I have been 
assigned the next twenty seven years of my life on the 
south side of the Archdiocese in villages and towns such 
as Tinley Park, Orland Park, and Rolling Meadows, the 
Scottsdale neighborhood in Chicago, Matteson and most 
recently Flossmoor. 

Last year, my dad who had courageously death with 
health challenges for years died quickly on May 13, 2015. 
My family has made it through the “first year” without a 
husband, father, grandfather, neighbor and friend. As health 
concerns and challenges increased in my dad and mom I 
would regularly be asked by my dad if I was going to spend 
all of my priesthood in Cook County. (He wasn’t too sure 
I would ever leave the south side.) At the time, caring for 
my parents was manageable with access to the tollway, 

Faith, Family and the Communion of 
Saints in the 21st Century
Rev. Mike Nacius, 1989 
St. Mary, Lake Forest

an I-Pass and my God-given size 14 shoe to make it to 
and from parents doctors’ appointments, hospital stays in 
Highland Park or Lake Forest, supporting them and family 
as they advanced in age from their 60s, into their 70s and 
then their 80s. 

Growing up the Litany of Saints were prayed at the 
Easter Vigil at St. Barth’s. I have come to a new appreciation 
of their impact and role in my life since my dad’s death 
last year. I am not able to provide anyone theological proof 
of my dad’s entrance into his eternal reward. I do believe 
through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ my dad 
knows the eternal gift of salvation and everlasting life. 
Nine months after his death, what conversations was he 
able to share with Jesus in heaven? Was he able to have 
some time with the Blessed Mother? What saints did he 
meet in the streets of heaven that he prayed to as a young 
boy at St. Bartholomew’s?

What I do know is that within the first year of his 
death, his son is now being assigned to the Church of St. 
Mary in Lake Forest in Lake County, just over 11 miles 
from the home where my mom resides, the home where 
dad breathed his last in May 2015. The sharing parish of the 
Church of St. Mary is Most Blessed Trinity in Waukegan. 
The Catholic Churches in Waukegan and North Chicago 
have led the way in efforts now being addressed by the 
Archdiocese in the “Renew My Church” effort. The parish 
of St. Barth’s became St. Barth’s/St. Joe’s became Holy 
Family now Most Blessed Trinity. 

I was fortunate to have been reared and spending the 
first twenty seven years of my life in Lake County. I was 
blessed to have served in six wonderful parishes in Cook 
County the second twenty seven years of my life. I now 
return to Lake County, beginning the next period of my 
life. I am looking forward to be part of the faith community 
of St. Mary’s. I will able to support the ministry of our 
sharing parish Most Blessed Trinity where my vocation 
was nurtured. I am able to be of support to my mom, my 
siblings and family without spending countless hours (and 
tolls) on the tollway. 

Faith, family and the Communion of saints has new 
meaning for me today. I would imagine I will come to 
understand them even more as I keep a closer eye on my 
mom in her 80s. I hope and pray she is open minded enough 
to become a parishioner at St. Mary’s. Occasionally I may 
even ask her, for old time sake, to edit my columns for the 
local parish bulletin. St. Richard, St. Mary, pray for us! u
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Being Part of a Family of Faith
Michael Foley, 1986
Our Lady of the Woods, Orland Park

A short while ago I had a conversation with a young 
man who was getting married. This young man was 
a High School counselor with the school district 

that serves our parish. He shared with me an interview he 
had with a freshmen boy at his high school. It was their 
initial meeting and so the counselor was eliciting some 
background information about such things as family life, 
friendships, etc. The counselor was stunned when the boy 
mentioned that he had no memory of ever sitting down with 
his entire family for dinner. The counselor challenged him 
because surely there were some times – perhaps during 
the holidays. The young man responded that even then the 
parents ate upstairs while the children ate in the basement 
watching television. 

The counselor shared with me his sadness at the 
poverty of the young man. It was not a poverty of material 
goods. In fact the family was affluent. No, it was a poverty 
of relationship. What were these parents teaching their 
children about what a family was? 

For myself I was additionally struck by the spiritual 
poverty this must entail. How could this young person 
understand what we mean by a community of faith? How 
could he understand the concept of a Sacred Meal? His 
would be a limited understanding of ritual.

I was fortunate growing up that my family was the 
primary conduit of faith in my life. We are all practicing 
Catholics because of our parents and this was not simply a 
result of going to Catholic grade schools and high schools. 
It was found in the profound ways my parents wove their 
relationship with Christ into our lives. When I reflect back 
I am aware that they passed on a desire to have relationship 
with Christ and the church in very simple ways. They 
rarely talked about religion. My mother and father had 
none of the attributes of a stern or rigid faith. We did not 
do evening prayers regularly as a family. Yet we picked up 
the importance of God.

We said grace at dinner (not lunch or breakfast, 
however). Our house had the marks of a Catholic home. 
There was a crucifix in every bedroom and some religious 
plaques in the kitchen and basement. We had an Advent 
wreath and a Nativity set at Christmas. Most importantly 
they provided role models for faith. My father went to 
Mass every morning on his way to work. My mother sang 
in the parish choir. We always prayed the Hail Mary when 
we went on vacation or a long trip. As children we were 
expected to say our prayers before bedtime and to kiss our 
parents good night. Sunday Mass was such an expectation 
that we did not question it.

My parents tried to live the values of the Gospel. My 

father was scrupulously honest and I saw that in action. We 
would not be snuck into the theatre for the children’s rate 
if we had reached the age of full price. And I remember 
my father correcting a member of my extended family who 
used a racial slur. “I don’t allow that in my house”, he said. 
I was very proud of him for that. My mother was kind and 
very much self-sacrificing and we knew it.

Certainly, one of the challenges that every pastor faces 
is the lack of awareness of so many families of their role in 
passing on the faith. In every parish where I have served 
I am touched by those families who understand the role. 
Their witness makes all the difference in the world and 
they are making a great gift to their families. Yet so many 
good people just don’t a sense of this. When I was pastor of 
Most Holy Redeemer in Evergreen Park I was very aware 
of the families who made sure their children went to both 
Catholic grade school and high school. They would be 
involved in parish celebrations such as the carnival. Yet 
they rarely went to Sunday Mass. It was as though they 
believed the Catholic culture of the neighborhood would 
carry the day. It doesn’t and even when challenged they 
often didn’t get it. This is our current struggle as well. How 
do we help our parents understand the importance of their 
roles; help them to deepen their own faith life, and give 
them the tools to guide them? 

It is not just in the areas of faith that families are 
struggling (and often failing) to affirm. In the last forty 
years schools have taken over more responsibilities for drug 
education, bullying prevention, study skills, life skills, and 
sexual education. Even issues revolving around the use of 
electronic media (such a bullying, sexting, and plagiarism) 
are frequently falling more on the school systems. It is good 
that schools do this but ultimately issues of honesty and 
respect begin at home. We need to partner with families, 
not replace them. 

We are approaching the World Meeting of Families 
in Philadelphia and the Synod on the Family in Rome. 
The challenges are monumental at many levels. We need 
to help families in their role. We need to accommodate 
family models in the diversity that now exists. We need 
to strengthen the roles of husband and wife and promote 
family stability. We need to wrestle with cultural differences 
and understanding. 

I always have hope. Nearly sixty years ago a book came 
out that predicted that young people could not succeed. 
The book was entitled Why Johnny Can’t Read. Its’ 
prognostications were alarming but in fact that generation 
of children are now retiring and most of them did okay. 
There are always those who predict the sky is falling. 
The capacity of human society to adapt in healthy ways is 
amazing. Still, there is cause for concern as well as hope. 
And the way forward is always Jesus and his Gospel! u
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Family and Other Influences in the Shaping for Lay Ministry
Sue Bordenaro

My family of origin consisted of a young mother 
widowed suddenly and unexpectedly, left with four 

children ages one and a half to ten. Our mother went back 
to school to get re-credentialed to teach school and support 
us. She came home each day exhausted, fell asleep on the 
couch with my two little sisters crawling all over her and 
never woke until the alarm went off so that she could start 
preparing our supper.

There was no time for involvement in the church! 
However, she saw to it that we went to church every Sunday 
and Holy Day, walked to confession every Saturday, went 
to all parish novenas and visited multiple churches every 
Holy Thursday —the latter a thing to do at the time. Our 
mother also saw to it that each of the four of us had 12 years 
of Catholic education. Whatever she did and whatever she 
expected of us, she ended up with 3 out of 4 children who 
have been involved up to their eyebrows in their respective 
parishes, dioceses and communities – which she was not!

My present family includes a husband whose middle 
name is “involvement”—in our parish, in the Archdiocese, 
the Knights of Columbus, the Knights of Peter Claver, the 
VFW, our village, our neighborhood and multiple other 
groups of which I’m probably not even aware. Watching 
that model caused me to begin to get involved in our 
parish—whether from altruistic/faith filled motives or just 
to get out of the house, I can’t or don’t want to honestly say. 
The women of the Congregation of Notre Dame—amazing, 
amazing women—served our school and parish at that time. 
They were far ahead of their time, came in and out of our 
homes and spearheaded education and justice action in our 
racially changing neighborhood. I know it was then that I 
began to equate justice and action with my faith—which 
frankly made a whole lot of sense to me—and began to 
develop some courage in the arena of standing up for my 
beliefs. 

And then along came Vatican II and the naming of all 
of us as “the people of God” and “priestly people”! Lay 
people became involved in what was termed “lay ministry” 
and we women could come out of the kitchen and take on 
some real roles in the Church – as catechists, Directors of 
Religious Education, proclaimers of the word, Eucharistic 
ministers, cantors and Pastoral Ministers.

I began working in Youth Ministry and was mentored 
and supported by Irene Friend, the Archdiocesan Director 
of Youth Ministry and someone who has been called, rightly 
so, the “Mother of Youth Ministry in the United States.” 
Other women supported me then and in the various roles 
I have had since. They helped me to feel I had something 
to give to the 

Church and also were instrumental in helping my faith 

to grow. A women’s ecumenical discussion group allowed 
by our parish after Vatican II and that I led, opened my eyes 
to the fact that good people of all different faiths can learn 
from each other, share their faith beliefs and do that with 
love and with total respect for each other’s views. It was 
a different time! That group was pivotal in ridding me of 
the “only Catholics can get to heaven” syndrome which I 
had inhaled during the early part of my life.

The members of the Association of Chicago Priests 
have been major supporters here in Chicago of the emerging 
role of the laity and, very specifically, of the emerging role 
of women in the Church. They formed a Collaboration 
Committee to work with women and established an annual 
scholarship to assist women who were educating themselves 
to become better ministers. They not only support women, 
they acknowledge them publicly with monetary awards of 
scholarships at their annual Mardi Gras dinner.

My involvement with the ACP Collaboration 
Committee helped me to better see and understand the 
amazing changes that were taking place in the Church. 
The men of the Association of Chicago Priests were not 
only preaching the gospel, but they were truly living, 
modeling and responding to Christ’s gospel statement that 
“whatever you do for the least of my people, that you do 
for me.” They were and are serving in the poorest of our 
parishes with love, compassion, understanding and joy; 
they work and have worked for racial justice with vigor and 
passion, served in prisons, prayed with and comforted the 
sick and the dying and their suffering families members, 
worked to thwart violence in our communities, supported 
immigrants and our gay Catholic brothers and sisters and 
worked with ecumenical and interfaith efforts so that “all 
will be one”—among many other ministries. The ACP, 
both collectively and individually, have over the years 
also confronted injustice, both in our beloved Church and 
in our Chicago-land.

The actions of these men, their courage and their 
obvious love of Christ and his Church were a major source 
of strength to me and intensified my ongoing understanding 
that one’s actions ARE one’s faith and without those 
actions all the proclamations of love of the Lord, the 
folding of hands, the genuflections and many other outward 
manifestations of faith don’t really mean a thing. The Lord 
wants us to LIVE our faith, take care of those in need as 
he requested, and make ourselves ready to join him in his 
heavenly kingdom.

It has been a wonderful time to be part of the Church 
as it opens and grows to include all of “the people of 
God.” Being allowed to have leadership positions in this 
great Church of Chicago has been a true blessing and I 
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FROM THE CHAIRMAN’S DESK…
Ken Fleck, 1976

St. George, Tinley Park pafleck@aol.com

We stand on the shoulders of giants who have gone 
before us with the sign of our faith and some 
who still walk the talk and challenge us to be 

living signs of the Joy of the Gospel.
At our 50th Anniversary we heard from Bishop Ray 

Goedert, the second chair for the ACP, the history and 
struggles facing priests in those early years. Many of 
you have joined us on that journey. Today we face a very 
different Church. We are no longer the nascent Vatican 
II idealists. The beliefs and values we profess haven’t 
changed, but the issues of social justice and support of 
priests has. 

We now have the support of permanent deacons who 
outnumber the full-time diocesan priests. That is why we 
have changed our name from “ACP” to “ACPD” inclusive 
of the permanent deacons. It will take time to change some 
of our logos that involve legal registration, but that will 
happen by the new year, beginning July 1.

Today’s issues are a far cry from what concerned us 
decades ago. There are still social issues intricately fused 
to a gospel that gives hope, and we are committed to be 
faithful to the gospel. To that extent the ACPD endeavors 
to envision our local Church in the light of changes 
intentionally made to strengthen the families of faith we 
serve. 

As our diocese was being formed in the 19th century 
immigrant groups were uprooted from their homelands 
and made a new home in the Chicagoland area. Due to 
language and cultural barriers, as well as prejudice and 
nationalism (a form of racism), individual churches arose 
offering sanctuary, comfort, and hope in a melting pot 
of society. Today many of those barriers, not all, have 
turned cultural walls into bridges that bring many different 
ethnic communities into closer proximity. The challenge 
of the gospel is not to rebuild those walls that separate us 
by focusing on the past but to envision a new future that 
unites us, using the same differences that once separated 
us to form a pattern, like mosaic tiles, which bring about 
a new vision of what Church will be. That takes creativity 
and trust. In effect it is like putting a jigsaw puzzle together 
knowing that we have all the pieces, but unsure of what the 
final picture will be. 

The ACPD wants to be that tool in the hand of God 
working with all our members and our bishops to lead 
us. Without trust Renew My Church is a threat. With 
trust, faith, and communication Renew My Church is an 
opportunity to work hand in hand with God and one another 
in forming our future Church.

If we choose not to work with one another, not to forge 
a vision together, and we struggle to hold on to the past, 
public trust will continue to erode and our congregations 
will atrophy.

St. Paul speaks to us today as he did when he wrote: 
“We hold a treasure in earthen vessels…” (2 Cor. 4:7). 
I invite members to become more involved, especially 
priests and deacons in dialogue for the new parishes being 
formed. Encourage parishioners to share, pray and support 
the changes as well as envision new ministries and ways for 
the Church to address her needs. If you are not a member, I 
invite you to take out a membership and become involved 
in the ACPD as a tool to address issues that make the gospel 
come alive for the Archdiocese of Chicago.

I conclude with some of the social issues we will be 
dealing with.

I will conclude with what I see as some of the goals 
that cry out for our attention. These are not listed in order 
of importance as each one challenges us urgently.
u	 The violence in the city of Chicago. Every week we 
hear a litany of shootings and murders, innocent children 
caught in the crossfire of anger, gangs, and violence. 
Religious leaders must call all congregations together, 
work united, and bring the gospel to bear witness to this 
carnage and change the hearts of all to the sacredness of 
life. I would hope Right to Life parish groups would address 
these crimes against the innocent as well.
u	 Immigration Reform. Regardless of whom we voted for 
our elected officials still work for us. Proposed legislation, 
if enacted, can do irreparable harm not only at the highest 
levels of technological advances contributed to by 
immigrants, but to the workforce that does the backbreaking 
job of manual labor for which so many citizens will not 
accept the low wages offered. The legislation proposed can 
divide immigrant families further and wound the efforts of 
healing a divided nation. Reform may be necessary but it 
needs to be done with the values that forged a nation out 
of immigrants over 200 years ago:

 The plaque at the base of the Statue of Liberty reads: 
“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses 
yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your 
teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed 
to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door!” These lines 
are from the poem “The New Colossus,” written by Emma 
Lazarus in 1883.

This is the foundation of our nation and reflects gospel 
values for which we stand united.
u	 Vocations to the priesthood, permanent diaconate and 
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Family and Other Influences…
Continued from page 9.

am grateful to all the people who have helped me to grow 
both in my personal faith life and in my faith in the future 
of our Church. My mother in her own way planted seeds. 
My husband and my five children and their spouses and 
children have taught me the real meaning of and need 
for faith; many women supported me, taught me and had 
faith in me as we explored new avenues in the Church, 
and the men of the Association of Chicago Priests helped 
to strengthen my personal faith, my faith in the Church of 
the future and helped to give me the courage to take on 
ministry roles and address issues with which I could never 
have imagined I could deal. My deep gratitude to those 
who molded me, mentored me, modeled and supported 
me, criticized me, corrected me, prayed for me and made 
me stay in the traces when I truly wanted out. Lay ministry 
has been a true blessing in my life! Thank you and may 
God bless each one of you.  u

ACPD 
Mardi Gras

lay leadership are a call from God but that invitation has 
to be heard from our voices. God is counting on us not 
just to pray “Do something Lord.” To which he responds, 
“I have. I sent you.” We must do our best to stir up in the 
hearts of a younger generation the call to serve in many 
leadership roles. Renew My Church is not a game of 
musical chairs played with churches but a sincere effort 
to use our resources wisely. The people of God must call 
forth leadership in each of our communities.
u	 Finally, a call for Fraternity and Unity among the 
clergy, priests and deacons in particular. I am asking the 
ACP Board to be intentionally inclusive of permanent 
deacons, calling for a greater participation in our Board 
and activities, expanding our ability to enact social action 
and witness to the gospel as we have done for these past 
52 years. As for the younger priests recently ordained, 
there is an even greater need for bringing them together 
and bridging the gaps naturally occurring through barriers 
of language, culture, and theological viewpoints. To 
paraphrase a quote from Ben Franklin,

Either we hang together or we will all hang 
separately.

We cannot operate, that is minister, in a vacuum. We 
must not only reorganize our churches through Renew 
My Church but renew our attitudes toward cooperation, 
understanding and collaboration.

As God has blessed us with a rich history of these past 
fifty-two years, may he continue to pour out his blessings 
not only upon us but through us that his Kingdom may 
come and his will be done in the name of Jesus. u
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