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Happy New Year!  Almost two decades ago, a revered priest, Fr. Isidore Vicente, O.P. asked a 

vital question, “Aren’t we all beggars of God’s mercy?”  His words resonate with me still to this 

day and especially in this Year of Grace.  Sometimes we may find it difficult to find a place to 

begin conversations with the kids.  Grace is the place to begin.  The truth is that we are all the 

same, beggars of God’s mercy.  The youth are in a temporary “state of fallen nature.”  As sin-

ners, we understand this is temporary but they do not always have this essential point of refer-

ence.  I leave you with these words form Meister Eckhart, “Let God work in you, give the work 

to God, and have peace.  Don’t worry if He works through your nature or above your nature, 

because both are His, nature and grace.”  God bless you all, 
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A Youth’s Perspective  
 
  

A Conversation with 15 year-old M.M. at HCLA 
 

 

Alejandra: How long have you been at Leadership Academy? 
M: 4 months 

 
A: Describe your relationship with God. 

M: He’s like my dad.  I call Him my dad because I don’t have a dad.  I don’t know, I just call Him my dad.   

     Whey I pray, I feel like He listens to me when I tell Him to forgive me.  I believe in Him.  I get mad    
     when others say, “You know He’s not going to do anything?”  I believe in Him and He probably has  

     me in here for a reason. 

 
A: What’s different about you now and when you first came here? 

M: When I was first here, I wasn’t thinking.  I thought, “Why did I turn myself in?  I’m dumb.  When I get 

out I’m going to do the same thing.”  I didn’t have a relationship with my mom.  Now I do.  I don’t 

want to do the same things as before.  I learned how to be the bigger person, how to control my an-
ger.  

 

A: How has SYS helped you with your relationship with God? 
M: I’ve been happy about it.  I go to church here too.  When I talk to you, I feel happy.  I’m alone here 

and I like that you visit. 

 
A: How did you feel when you were invited to be a reader for Mass at Saintly Saturday? 

M: I was feeling happy.  I thought, “Oh my god, I’m fixin to do something.”  Especially since it was Cath-

olic.  I’m católica.  I was proud of myself.  Even my mom was proud of me.  Even though it was some-
thing in jail, I was still proud of myself. 

 

A: How did you feel the day of the event?  
M: I felt blessed.  Estaba bendecida.  That day I was good.  I talked to God.  I asked Him to help me not 

mess up and I didn’t.  I thanked Him.  I felt blessed because I talked to the Cardinal. 

 
A: What was your favorite part of Saintly Saturday? 

M: My presentation, when they were rapping.  It was fun.  The icebreakers.  It was a fun day.  And the 

Hope Bags.  I liked the letter.  It was cute.  He was little, right? 
 

A: Were there any changes in you after Saintly Saturday? 

M: I didn’t answer back.  I didn’t talk back.  Every time they made me mad, I talked to God, “Please help 

me to not talk back.”  I think I made changes because I met Cardinal and my mom was here and was 
proud of me.  The day before I was mad because I was still here.  But the day passed and I was happy.  

Cardinal blessed us and I wanted to start from zero. 

 
A: What message do you have for youth who are beginning to act out? 

M: Don’t do drugs.  Listen to y’all’s parents because life is hard.  Our moms están tristes [are sad] be-

cause we’re doing this.  This isn’t good to be in here.  Stay out of trouble. 
 

A: What message do you have for parents of kids who are acting out? 

M: I’m so sorry for them, that they’re going through that.  Talk to kids.  No se rindan [don’t give up] 
with them.  They’re going to change one day.  Be patient.  Talk to them.  I understand they be trying 

hard. 
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Continued on page 4 

When I became interested in volunteering for Special Youth Services (SYS), I wanted to include my husband Jeff, not only in 

my decision to become a volunteer but for us to volunteer together!  Jeff said yes! 

Jeff and I applied, passed the background checks, trained together and went to our first Bible Study!  While we participated 

that night in different groups, we were both excited to share with each other what we observed, learned and felt.  Serving 
others is moving.  I have volunteered over the years for many organizations, but never felt the love of serving another person 

like I felt this first night, or the second or the third!  Jeff and I enjoy doing the Bible Study together.  We like young people.  

To sit together with them makes me smile and glow with gratitude.  Together we are sharing our faith, God’ love and God’s 

messages.  Together we are offering hope to those who need to know that God loves them. 

The Old Testament is one continuous story of God’s love for the people.   We share that God never abandons us, but offers 

unconditional love, unconditional love expressed in God’s readiness to throw His arms of forgiveness around us, even if we do 

nothing to deserve it.  Jeff and I want the young people serving detention to know that what got them into detention does not 

define them and their future.  We share with our groups that God is a forgiving God, He will not give up on you.  He will 

guide you into the purpose of your life.  God blessed Jeff and I with each other.  We understand second chances and we know 
that it was God who brought us together.  We want young people to know that God will give them every tool and chance 

they need.  We ask them to be open to God's love and invite Him into their hearts. 

Jeff and I place our hope, love and faith in Jesus.  Together we share God’s love with the youth we meet each week and we 

ask them to say yes to God! 

On Saturday, November 2, SYS hosted Saintly Saturday at the Harris County Leadership Academy (HCLA) in Katy.  My hus-

band Jeff, along with Jason, Patrick, Carlos, and I provided entertaining music for the day and the music for the special Mass 

featuring Cardinal DiNardo.  What a fantastic day and experience this was!  It was our first Saintly Saturday retreat and from 

my experience, it was a wonderful event for everyone who shared and participated. 

This was a glorious day for everyone-including the many generous volunteers who spent their Saturday at HCLA assisting the 
youth in creating posters and making bags for them to take back to their rooms, to the awesome guitar players in the band, to 

the guest speakers who shared the raw stories of their lives and their determination to be better Christian role models, to 

the Harris County Leadership Academy staff, to the young people for whom the Saintly Saturday is created, to the SYS staff 

who designed, planned and hosted this spiritual event for the young people and for the visiting clergy who provided some one 

on one time before Mass with the youth who live at HCLA.  The messages, the sharing, the music and the Mass were timely, 
relevant and encouraging.  The Letter from Satan was fierce and honest.  I loved that so many of the youth at HCLA studied, 

practiced and participated in the Mass.  They were courageous, professional and did a fantastic job in front of so many people! 

Once the mics were put away, the guitars packed up, chairs put away and the gym cleaned up, people hugged and said thank 

you as they said their goodbyes.  I think we were all honored and grateful to be a part of such a great day blessed with God’s 
presence and grace.  As Jeff and I drove away from HCLA that afternoon, we were tired but our hearts were full of God’s 

goodness, the goodness that comes when so many caring people come together to provide a day of love, fellowship and testi-

mony pointing the youth to Jesus Christ.  We pray that the youth at HCLA heard something positive and meaningful on their 

special Saturday that will lead them to Jesus.  We are looking forward to the next Saintly Saturday! 

 

The Holy Spirit’s voice never calls to me like it’s been portrayed in the Bible… 

Sometimes the Holy Spirit’s voice comes across as just the simple request of a friend.  When you reply, “I’ll think about it” 

you hope that will keep Him from re-asking. 

I’d never EVER considered doing anything like leading a Bible Study or group mentoring for anyone, at least not for the Lead-
ership Academy and Special Youth Services.  Our service to our community in the past has always been with groups that we 

felt comfortable in.  Something in our zone or wheelhouse.  My first reaction to Deacon Fernando when he asked Rhonda and 

me to become involved was everything but yes… 

Rhonda & Jeff Bean, HCLA 

Rhonda 

Jeff 

A Volunteer’s Perspective 
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But the Holy Spirit doesn’t take no very easily for an answer when he is calling and I hesitantly attended a training session with 

Alejandra, and then another Saturday session at Harris County.  I still wasn’t totally sold on or ready for our first night at the 
Leadership Academy 6 weeks ago, but I vowed I’d give it a solid 3 months and see where the ministry would go. 

It didn’t take but 2 or 3 weeks to realize that this is a ministry that I am going to truly love.  Whatever my fears were when I 

was asked, I certainly have gotten past and we are moved by the youth that we serve every week.  These young men and 

women that we’ve met all seem to be searching and longing for something that Rhonda and I have found easy to share with 
them.  The gift we have been able to share is that God loves them and forgives them if they are truly sorry, and that there are 

a lot of people that pray for them each and every day.  We want them to have positive goals and let them realize that they will 

get where they want to be in their lives if they truly want to work at it.  We also pray each week with them and try to show 

them what prayer can do for us in our own lives.  We try each week to be a positive influence, pointing out through our 

weekly Mass readings that they are loved and what a positive influence God can make in their lives, and how positive they can 
be to others. 

Even before our first session at the Academy, Deacon Fernando asked if Rhonda and I would be interested in organizing a 

group of musicians and singers to perform at a Leadership Academy all day event called Saintly Saturday.  We were able to join 

up with 3 friends, and shared our praise and worship with the youth and volunteers, concluding with leading the music for a 
joyful Mass presided by our own Daniel Cardinal DiNardo! 

Continued from page 3 

 

Poster Board Contest 

UNIT 1 

Every year at Saintly Saturday there is a contest to see which unit can come together and make a poster based on the event’s 

theme, “From Sinner to Saint.”  All posters are processed to the front of the stage by SYS volunteers with the gifts at Mass. 

Below are the submissions which the youth, with guidance from the volunteers, put their creativity and talents to work.  The 

judges took much time to deliberate and finally picked a winner:  Unit 1, the girls.   

UNIT 2 

UNIT 3 UNIT 4 
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My name is Grady Dyke.  I have been a SYS volunteer at the Leadership Academy in Katy for the 

past four years.  I am also a member of the Catholic Cross Bearers Motorcycle Ministry or 

CCBMM.  I became a CCBMM member in 2013.  CCBMM is a motorcycle ministry with nearly 

150 members spread out across the United States and a few more members in several foreign 

countries.  Our mission is “To bring the love of Jesus to the streets and those imprisoned.”  This 

includes those physically imprisoned as well as those spiritually imprisoned.  CCBMM was found-

ed in 2008 by a man in Ohio who served 18 years in an Ohio penitentiary.  He was raised in a 

Catholic home but as a teenager strayed from his faith and drifted further and further into a de-

structive lifestyle, motorcycle clubs, and eventually murder.  While in prison, a Catholic priest 

came to visit the men there and hear confessions.  He was moved to confess after 15 years away 

from the church and this was a rebirth for him.  Jesus, through the priest, sought out His lost 

sheep.  After being released from prison, he wanted to continue to ride motorcycles but knew he could not ride with the hard-

core clubs anymore so he started his own Catholic motorcycle ministry, the first of its kind, and CCBMM was born.   

As members of CCBMM, we wear a vest with a patch on the back which is called Colors.  Our Colors have the Chi Rho on 

them, which is one of the earliest Christian symbols consisting of the first two letters of the word Christ in Greek.  They also 

include the Greek letters Alpha and Omega for the Beginning and the End.  Our Colors are purple, the liturgical color for re-

pentance. 

All Cross Bearers are required to wear their vests (colors) when engaged in ministry unless a facility does not allow it.  I am 

fortunate at the Leadership Academy that I am permitted to wear my colors.  My vest has several patches on the front relating 

to my military service, the American flag, and a crucifix.  The vest serves to capture the young people’s attention and gets them 

asking questions.  They want to know what the military is like and what kind of motorcycle I ride.  I think it helps to draw some 

to Bible Study that may not otherwise be as interested.   

Some of us Cross Bearers have been cast members on a reality television show called Long Ride Home which airs on EWTN, a 

global Catholic television network that now reaches 360 million homes worldwide.  I have been fortunate enough to have been 

involved in all seven seasons which have been filmed so far.  In the show, we ride across the county on motorcycles bearing 

witness to Christ and our Catholic faith.  The show is a balance of personal witness, teaching of the faith, adventure, and some 

comedy.  It is more work than I expected but the show has been well received, especially, I hear, by those serving life sentenc-

es in prison.  I suspect one of the reasons for this is the fact that we are riding across county in 

wide open places.  I like to think our message of Christ’s saving Love and Mercy brings them 

hope. 

For me, the Cross Bearers and the Long Ride Home are an opportunity to reach people who 

may not otherwise be open to, or interested in, a religious program.  We can lure them in with 

Harleys and then speak to them about God’s love.  I hope to retire from my job in Homeland 

Security in the near future and get further involved with adult prison ministry.  I feel there is a 

great need to reach those incarcerated with the Gospel message.  It seems so many of them feel 

they have been thrown out, are unwanted, and of no value.  At the Leadership Academy, I show 

them the crucifix and remind them that God came as a man and endured this to demonstrate 

His love for every human being, and that their destiny is eternal joy with Him.

 RIDING FOR CHRIST 
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It was another busy Christmas season for SYS and our volunteers as 

we came together to spread joy, hope, and fun to the youth at the facil-

ities we serve.  We played games with the kids at the Harris County Juvenile Detention Center along with Youth SOULutions, 

Houston reVision, and Youth for Christ, who made ice cream sundaes and helped the kids make Christmas cards to send 

home.  This year, State Representative Gene Wu donated lunch for the facility from Yantze Restaurant .  He was accompa-

nied by his wife, Miya Shay, who helped serve food and spent time talking with the youth.  Wu also invited State Senator Larry 

Taylor and State Representative Christina Morales, who both joined in the festivities.  

There was also an SYS Christmas Party at the Brazoria County Juvenile Justice Department where the kids played games, 

watched a movie, made cards, and had snacks.  The volunteers were able to get a donation from Chick-fil-A for the youth! 

At the other facilities, there were Christmas celebrations with the volunteers and their Bible Study groups. 

As we know that the Christmas season begins on December 25, the Fort Bend Juvenile Probation Department volunteers 

continued the festivities by celebrating Epiphany at the facility.  The Three 

Kings made another appearance this year and helped serve King’s Cake. 

We thank all volunteers, our ministry partners, the State Representatives 

and Senator, and all staff from the facilities for making this year’s celebra-

tions wonderful experiences for our youth. 

 

There have been many activities this past year for the youth at Leadership 

Academy and this Fall, SYS donated pumpkins for one of those projects.  The 

youth turned those pumpkins into spooky and whimsical jack-o-lanterns, show-

ing off their creative abilities.  The jack-o-lanterns were on display for all guests to see as they entered the building.     

This year’s Saintly Saturday Hope Bags were lovingly donated by the middle school students at 

Corpus Christi high school.  They decorated the bags, wrote inspiring letters, and collected 

snacks for the youth to enjoy.  We would like to thank the students and teachers for their gen-

erosity as well as Principal Mazie McCoy who reached out to us, volunteering her students for 

this project.  Go Colts!      

Another group that we would like to thank is the Youth Group at St. Edward’s Catholic Church 

in Spring who donated Hope Bags for our youth at the Gulf Coast Trades Center in Montgom-

ery County.  The youth received a special treat on Thanksgiving Day and were grateful for the letters they received.   

We lastly thank the following groups who wrote letters, decorated bags, and donated snacks so that 

youth at the facilities would have a special gift on Christmas Day: 

-the Youth group at St. Anne’s Tomball whose bags went to Harris County Leadership Academy 

-Girl Scout Troop #28172 and Boy Scout Troop #1424 whose bags went to the Fort Bend Juvenile Pro-

bation Department 

-Freestyle Ministries and Archdiocesan Staff at the St. Dominic’s Chancery whose bags went to the Har-

ris County Juvenile Detention Center and Harris County Youth Village 
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Star Cookie Cutter 

Heavenly Father, You gave us Your 

beautiful starlight at the moment of Cre-

ation, and you told our father Abraham 

that if he trusted You, his descendants 

would number the stars.  The Magi also 

trusted Your love as they followed Your 

star to worship at the feet of Your Son, 

and today we remember the light of that 

star as we share Your love with others.  

Transform us into lights for You, shining 

stars that reflect Your Glory. 

Lighter 

Heavenly Father, Just as You appeared 

to the humble shepherds, we too can 

find meaning in the humble.  This lighter 

reflects the fire of Your Holy spirit-Your 

light, Your warmth.  Light is so im-

portant in the darkness, we seek it, we 

are drawn toward it.  The warmth of 

Your Love enfolds us.  During Advent as 

we reflect upon Your Holy Darkness, 

purify our hearts with Your light and 

warmth so that we may be a hope in 

times of darkness. 

Clay Pot Ornament 

Heavenly Father, we give you thanks for 

the beauty and diversity of the world.  

This ornament shows us that the many 

colors and textures, though diverse, can 

be brought together such as the body of 

Christ, to give us hope that, in unity, it is 

a symbol of beauty and peace. 

Ruler 

Lord, Jesus Christ, may this ruler remind 

us to stay on the straight and narrow 

path to follow Your will for our lives.  

May we be as rulers to guide others to 

hope and trust in You. 

Christmas Ornament Hook 

Father, in our hurried and distracted life, 

our hope can be taken away.  Like the 

humble ornament hook, help us to seek 

simplicity and allow You to form us so 

that we may have peace and hope in 

You. 

BBQ Glove 

Oh Fountain of Hope, You bring com-

fort and warmth to all Your people 

through your constant guidance and pro-

tection.  Bring us to share in the mission 

of prayer for all mankind. 

On December 14, SYS hosted a retreat and afternoon of appreciation for our volun-

teers.  The retreat, led by Deacon Fernando, gave the volunteers opportunities to work 

together to reflect on the presence of God in their lives.  He shared the story behind 

the famous Christmas song, and theme of the retreat, “Do You Hear what I Hear?”  

Did you know that it was written by Noël Regney in 1962 as a plea for peace during the 

Cuban Missile Crisis?  Deacon shared the importance of what we do during Advent: 

wait.  We wait for the birth of Christ and during that time, we are invited to see God in ordinary things, not just in the deco-

rations.  We are called to extend this view beyond the Christmas season and to start practicing, Deacon had the volunteers 

write a prayer based on a Christmas object and a non-Christmas object.  Below are the beautiful submissions.  After lunch, the 

volunteers participated and competed in Christmas games, ending with two of them transformed into a snowman.   

We at SYS love our volunteers and are in ever-lasting appreciation for the time and love 

they give to our youth.  We thank our volunteers for knowing that it was God who called 

them to this ministry and for saying “yes” to serve the God-thirsting youth of our com-

munities.  We pray that 2020 will be a year of new beginnings, continued perseverance, 

and conquered goals.   

 

 

1. 

2. 3. 

4. 

5. 

1. Deacon Fernando leading the retreat. 

2. Volunteers playing games 

3. The competition was fierce. 

4. Do you want to build a snowman? 

5. They sure did. 
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Saintly Saturday at Fort Bend: February 8 

Ash Wednesday at all Facilities: February 26 

Fishing Trip: March 14 

Bible Bowl: Summer 

Volunteer In-Service: June 13 

Saintly Saturday at                                                            

Volunteer Retreat: December 5 

Leadership Academy: Nov. 7 

Some of our friends at the Archdiocese have started new paths in their life journey: 

Charleen Katra, who was the Associate Director of the Office of Evangelization and Catechesis’s Min-

istry with Persons with Disabilities accepted an offer to be the next Executive Director for the National 

Catholic Partnership on Disability (NCPD) in Washington, D.C.  We wish Charleen all the best and 

keep her in our prayers.  

Our former Administrative Assistance, Shelly Slovacek, will be focusing her time teaching Creighton 

Fertility Care and preparing for her wedding in March.  Shelly will always be a part of the SYS family and 

we will miss her dearly. 

Rev. Ron F. Cloutier was the Director of Correctional Ministries.  He came to the then Diocese of 

Galveston-Houston from St. Louis, Missouri in 1979 as an invitation of Bishop Morkovsky to begin a jail ministry, which he 

did in 1985.  Among his many great deeds in his ministry, Fr. Ron was one of the three original task force members appointed 

by Bishop Fiorenza to establish the Diocesan AIDS ministry.  He ministered to many HIV+ prisoners.  He also purchased and 

opened Isaiah House, a transitional housing for men after incarceration and Providence House at a new location was added 

soon after.  Fr. Ron was ordained in 1972 and celebrated his retirement on December 31, 2019.  We congratulate him on his 

47 years in the priesthood and for all of the work he has done for those that are incarcerated. 

Down our hallway is our good friend, Deacon Alvin Lovelady who was once the Associate Director of Correctional Min-

istries, but as of January 1, 2020 he is now the new Director.  His ministry is blessed to have a joyful, kind-hearted man lead-

ing them to visit Jesus in prison.  If you would like more information, or if you would like to volunteer, visit www.archgh.org 

or call (713) 741-8732. 

We have our friends in our prayers and ask you to also include them in yours.  Please pray for their transitions, for the peo-

ple they will be ministering to, for their team members, and for strength and patience through it all.       

Special Youth Services would like to recognize another group of angels that have blessed us these past few months.  We thank 

them for strengthening the ministry and for extending their kindness to the youth we serve:  TXE Productions for their assis-

tance at Saintly Saturday, Knights of Columbus Desayuno con Jesús from St. Edith Stein for their gener-

ous donation for Saintly Saturday, and a generous, anonymous donor who gifted a popcorn machine and 

popcorn to Fort Bend Juvenile Probation Department. 

Would your group like to reach out to the SYS youth?  Please contact us at sys@archgh.org or at (713) 

741-8739.     
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“The harvest is plentiful, laborers are few”  Luke 10:2 

SYS would like to thank you all for your continued support to this ministry. We welcome 

all to share this newsletter with anyone who might have an interest and to share with us if 

you would like to see something in the Oratorio.  If you know someone who may be     

interested in becoming a volunteer with SYS, please contact our office at :                   

(713) 741-8739 or sys@archgh.org.  

Pastoral Minister 

Deacon Dan Gilbert 

(713)320-1915 

deacondan@cathworld.org  

Director  

Franchelle Lee Stewart 

(713)741-8739 

flee@archgh.org  

Associate Director 

Alejandra Maya Garza 

(713)741-8779 

amaya@archgh.org 

Please pray for the Bowers family, for everyone mentioned in the Oratorio, for all our volunteers, for 

the staff at the facilities, and for all who are suffering through natural disasters. 

Pastoral Minister 

Deacon Fernando García 

(281) 804-2800 

fgarcia@archgh.org  

Administrative   

Assistant 

(713) 741-8739 

sys@archgh.org  

John Bosco’s theory of education could well be used in today’s schools. It was a preventive 
system, rejecting corporal punishment and placing students in surroundings removed from 

the likelihood of committing sin. He advocated frequent reception of the sacraments of Pen-

ance and Holy Communion. He combined catechetical training and fatherly guidance, seeking 

to unite the spiritual life with one’s work, study and play. 

Encouraged during his youth in Turin to become a priest so he could work with young boys, 

John was ordained in 1841. His service to young people started when he met a poor orphan in Turin, and instructed him in 

preparation for receiving Holy Communion. He then gathered young apprentices and taught them catechism. 

After serving as chaplain in a hospice for working girls, Don Bosco opened the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales for boys. Sev-

eral wealthy and powerful patrons contributed money, enabling him to provide two workshops for the boys, shoemaking and 

tailoring. 

By 1856, the institution had grown to 150 boys and had added a printing press for publication of religious and catechetical 

pamphlets. John’s interest in vocational education and publishing justify him as patron of young apprentices and Catholic pub-

lishers. 

John’s preaching fame spread and by 1850 he had trained his own helpers because of difficulties in retaining young priests. In 

1854, he and his followers informally banded together, inspired by Saint Francis de Sales. 

With Pope Pius IX’s encouragement, John gathered 17 men and founded the Salesians in 1859. Their activity concentrated on 

education and mission work. Later, he organized a group of Salesian Sisters to assist girls. 

He was canonized on Easter Sunday 1934 and was given the title, “Father and Teacher of Youth.” His feast day is January 31 

and is the patron saint of apprentices, editors and publishers, schoolchildren, stage magicians, and troubled youth. 

https://www.franciscanmedia.org/saint-john-bosco/; https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=63   

mailto:deacondan@cathworld.org
mailto:deacondan@cathworld.org
https://www.franciscanmedia.org/saint-john-bosco/
https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=63

