
“I remember the timing vividly!” began 
Chad Cesarone, as he recounted how 
he became a “greeter” for St. Mary 
to reopen the church following the 
COVID-19-induced shutdown.  “It 
was on May 14 that I saw a Facebook 
posting by the Archdiocese of 
Chicago describing the guidelines. 
One of the requirements was that 
each parish would need to recruit 
healthy volunteers to help implement 
the reopening. I felt such a strong 
inclination to get involved–this 
was  my time to help St. Mary!  I 
immediately sent a message to Fr. Don 
telling him that I was more than happy 
to assist in the reopening. I am so glad 
that I did.”

Cesarone is one of many volunteers 
at St. Mary who said “yes!” to the call 
and serve in one of the three areas 
(Set-Up, Clean-Up, and Greeting/
Ushering) focused on supporting 
the reopening of the parish. The lay 
leaders of these three areas–Darrel 
Harmon, Set-Up; Michelle Schofield, 
Clean-Up; and Gina Debord and Lori 
Roberts, Greeting/Ushering–began to 
work with Frs. Jerry and Don and the 
St. Mary staff in late May.  

“After our initial review of the AOC 
safety guidelines, you could say we 
felt like deer in headlights,” chuckled 
Debord as she recalled the early days 
of meeting and team forming. “But Fr. 
Jerry was awesome. He didn’t let us 
get overwhelmed by all the rules.  We 
began to focus on building a spirit, a 
spirit so powerful that people couldn’t 
help but feel welcomed back!”

Debord continued, “We had been 
having regular virtual calls with our 
team of greeters in preparation, and 
on one of the final calls before the first 
reopening day we asked the volunteers 
‘If you could share one word about 
St. Mary reopening, what would it be?’ 
We heard ‘hopeful,’ grateful,’ ‘elated,’ 
‘joyful,’ ‘excited,’ and other words of 
encouragement!” noted Debord. “We 
were ready to serve!” added Roberts.

One of the most noteworthy positive 
features to the reopening of St. Mary 
are the many new volunteers who 
have chosen to serve. Among them 
are Leisa Niemotka and her fiancé, 
Ron Mrowiec. When asked what 
drew them to the Greeter ministry, 
they responded: “During this time 
of pandemic and social unrest–we 
wanted to be a part of helping bring 
back a peaceful, weekly touchpoint to 
the lives of our friends and neighbors. 
We hope to make coming home to 
church feel safer. Parishioners can 
attend Mass, hear the Word of God, 
receive Holy Communion, smile at 
the familiar faces around them, and 
go back stronger to face another 
week.” Mrowiec continued, “This has 
strengthened our faith. It provided 
a space for us to give over some of 
our daily worries and fears to God. 
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VOLUNTEERS MAKE REOPENING POSSIBLE
By Jon Matousek

Volunteers Catherine Hansen and Suzanne Soudan warmly welcome parishioners back to 
Mass. All who enter the church are offered hand sanitizer and asked to check in with a 
greeter prior to being seated.
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Right now, everything feels so out 
of control; it feels like in an instant, 
anything can change. By being back 
at church, we feel like we can give 
that up to God. And by being part of 
the church family again, it feels like 
together we can share the burden 
collectively!”

Laura Knight, a parishioner at St. Mary 
for the past 10 years, felt being part of 
the Greeter ministry would help her 
get to know fellow parishioners better.  
“Like others, I wasn’t pleased when 
the church closed. There is no better 
refuge for the church militant and 
faithful right now than church itself.” 
She went on to say, “I believe there is 
no safer place than St. Mary–Fr. Jerry 
and these folks have made St. Mary a 
beautifully clean home!”

Volunteer Suzanne Soudan made an 
appeal backed by some saintly wisdom, 
“Join us! We could use more help! As 
St. Therese of Lisieux said, ‘God has 
no hands on Earth but ours!’ Honestly, 
to see the young folks helping out is so 
exciting. You see the future of St. Mary 
in these young faces.”

Niemotka hopes more people will feel 
encouraged to return to Mass.  “We 
hope people will feel safe enough to 
come back to Mass.  There is plenty 
of hand sanitizer and masks, and 
everything is thoroughly cleaned and 
sanitized after every Mass. Families sit 
six feet apart from other families. In a 
way we can look at this scary time in 
history as an incredible opportunity to 
hit the reset button in our own lives.  
That’s encouraging!”

VOLUNTEERS NEEDED!

Volunteers are continually needed to keep the church open. As Masses and special events are added to the schedule, 
many more hands will be needed to sustain the efforts. New volunteers are welcomed and will be provided training 
within the role they choose: set-up, greeting/ushering, or clean-up. To learn more about volunteer opportunities, 
stop by the volunteer greeter table in the narthex or visit the volunteer link on the parish website at stmaryfc.org.

continued from previous page...

(Top) Katie Turner prepares the Eucharistic 
vessels before Mass. (Bottom) Debbie 
Chin sanitizes the pews after Mass using 
Bioesque, a botanical disinfectant spray that 
kills viruses and bacteria.
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