
For one weekend in October the joy and depth of our 
faith was on display before audiences large and small.

On Oct. 24, we saw Wayne Messmer present the 
one-act play “Damien” before a middle-age and older 
crowd at the Nordlof Center in downtown Rockford. 
Attendees, predominately from Rockford, with one 

from Milwaukee and 
one from Dubuque, 
gathered to socialize, 
eat and experience the 
moving, sometimes 
somber but always 
hopeful recounting of 
the life of St. Damien 
of the lepers.

Three days later, more than 1,000 teens from every 
corner of the diocese gathered for the annual Youth 
Summit at Rock Valley College. 

Every year’s gathering seems to outdo the prior year, 
and every year the students 
leave with positive messages 
about why their Church values 
them so deeply, and how their 
futures are united within the 
whole diocese.

The venues were drastically 
diff erent; the numbers only 
distantly related; car pools and 
school buses for one; nearby 
parking lots or ramps for the 
other. 

One featured a complete 
day of travel, box lunches, 
upbeat music, games and the 
availability of confession 
from committed priests for hundreds of attendees. An 
evening of catered dinner, subdued jazz and lyrical Irish 
music and, among other Damien themes, the longing 
for confession in the heart of one 19th century Belgian 
missionary in the other. 

Whether attended by an older demographic or 
younger audience, that weekend guided two groups 
along diff erent paths to appreciate and express the faith 
and future that is Catholic. The bright lights, guitars and 
“Family Feud” of one event contrasted beautifully with 
the subdued theater lighting and a single sung line of 
one verse of one traditional Catholic hymn at the other.

Yet at each the participants found substance. They 
found expression. They found others who, Catholic or 
otherwise, valued the importance of being “faith-fi lled.” 

The two events’ juxtaposition highlighted a clear 
expression for and appreciation of the term “one, holy, 
Catholic and apostolic” that routinely rolls off  our 
tongues during the Mass’s profession of faith.

On the 10th anniversary of St. Damien’s canonization, 
people came together to venerate, celebrate and learn 
about the patron saint of lepers, AIDS victims and 
forgotten outcasts. Three days later, throngs of young 
people came to loudly proclaim their Catholic beliefs in 
response to Jesus saying, “Let the young people come to 
me.”

Next year, the youth summit will welcome new 
students and grizzled veterans to Rockford to nurture 
and deepen their faith as maturing Catholics. It’s 
important they make that faith journey in pilgrimage to 
an event that honors the past and sets the present in the 
ever changing home of the diocese. It is their future.

And next year, Catholic Charities will travel to 
Aurora to deliver our message of presence in all parts 
of the diocese and how we want to participate in the 11 
counties that make up our community of service. That is 
our future.

Happy Thanksgiving from your Catholic Charities.

Autumn: St. Damien, 
Teen Summit, Thanks

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, 
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of 

speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, 
and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

— The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution

To send letters to us please use one of the following: 

Mail: The Observer, 
The Diocese of Rockford
555 Colman Center Drive  
P.O. Box 7044
Rockford, IL 61125
Fax: 815/399-6225

Email:
observer@rockforddiocese.org 
(Please put Letter to the Editor in 
the subject line.)
Please provide your name, address, 
and phone number. 

Di� erent View CNS/Joe Heller

Timothy Egan, a New York 
Times opinion writer, wrote 
Oct. 19: “We are spiritual 
beings. But for most of us, 
malnutrition of the soul is a 
plague of modern life. That is 
one reason 200 million people 
worldwide a year make some 
sort of religious pilgrimage.” So, he made one 
himself, looking for “something durable: a stiff  
shot of no-nonsense spirituality.”

To affi  rm that we are spiritual is to 
acknowledge that we have a soul. And to go 
on pilgrimage denotes seeking its nourishment 
where past generations worshipped, struggled 
and died. The process leads us to think about 
our own death, unmentionable in our crass, 
materialistic society.

Some years ago, I had a small investment 
account managed by a broker named Phil 
Genusa, whom I called every once in a while 
for advice and reassurance. But one day a 
strange voice answered the phone and said: 
“Phil is no longer with the fi rm.”

“What happened?” I asked. “Did he retire? 
Get sick? Go to another fi rm?” A long pause 
followed and then he said: “No, he died.”

Death is all around us. We sense it in the 
passing of the seasons, the waning light of 
autumn, the growing chill in the air, our 
weakening limbs no longer capable of the 
eff ortless miles we walked.

Recently, while spending a few days in 
our vacation home in New Mexico, one of 
our neighbors, Sonia Berg, informed us that 
her husband was dying of cancer in hospice 
at home. She said her husband, Adam, still 
enjoyed having visitors.

I went because I remembered how important 
it had been to receive visitors when I had been 
gravely ill. Moreover, we had been friends 
for decades and worked together in many 
conservation projects. He died three days after 
I saw him.

Similarly, we feel drawn to the cemeteries 

where our loved ones lie. 
On the same trip west, I 
wanted to visit the graves of 
my mother and father in the 
Denver suburb of Brighton, 
where most of us grew up. My 
thinking was that it might be 
the last time we would be able 

to do it.
In tune with this season’s messages, the 

liturgy celebrates two feasts, All Saints’ Day 
on Nov. 1, and All Souls’ Day on Nov. 2, in 
Mexico called the Day of the Dead, a national 
holiday. The festival harks to the ancient 
traditions of pre-Columbian cultures, observed 
for 2,500-3,000 years. Similar observances 
occur in other Latin countries, many U.S. 
communities, and even in Australia.

Mexicans go to the cemeteries to be with the 
souls of the dead. They build altars containing 
their favorite foods and beverages, as well as 
photos and memorabilia. Thus, they encourage 
visits by the souls of their loved ones to hear 
the prayers of the living, and to dance and feast 
with them.

We communicate with the dead when we pray 
to the saints, canonized or not. So it is not a far 
stretch to believe that souls are close by and in 
touch. My sister Lucy, whose husband, Charlie 
Branch, died seven years ago, senses his spirit 
nearby.

For years, my son Michael, a cook in 
Connecticut, had been preoccupied with placing 
a proper stone on the grave of his grandfather, 
Harold Gartman, who died in 1974 in Las 
Vegas, New Mexico, and was buried in Our 
Lady of Sorrows parish cemetery.

Decades later, learning the grave was 
unmarked, we had a headstone made. But 
the grave could not be located until recently. 
Michael went to New Mexico to supervise its 
installation and spruce up the site. It felt as if 
Michael had received a special mission from his 
grandfather’s soul!

Tuning in to Our Souls 
And Nourishing Them

I never see 
what has 

been done. I 
only see what 
remains to be 
done.  
— Marie Curie

Charitably Speaking

by Patrick Winn
Director, Rockford Diocese 
Catholic Charities

pwinn@rockforddiocese.org

Seeking Life

by Moises 
Sandoval 
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