
Annual 
Report
2019: A year of transitions 
built on decades of dedication

St. Mark’s Lutheran Church, Aurora, Illinois
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A year of transitions
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This past year was one marked with 
transitions. Transitions we endured 

together because at this church we care, 
support, and love each other. Transitions 
we journeyed together because of our 
strong belief that God is alive and active at 
this church. Transitions we trusted the 
Holy Spirit to guide and lead us through.  

Some of this year’s transitions were 
difficult and caused sadness. We said 
farewell and Godspeed to some core 
members of our church family. Our Senior 
Pastor, Pr. Pat, retired. Our Nursery 
Coordinator, Terese Ruppel, retired. 

Yet other transitions were life-giving 
and caused joy. Pr. Olson returned and 
joined as our Interim Senior Pastor. Amy 
Mabrey and Valentina Rubio were hired 
to continue our Nursery Ministry. We 
created GraceRoad Ministry, a group for 
parents of junior high and high school 
students. We started PT2, a young child 
and young parent small group. We 
updated our constitution. We began the 
process of becoming a publicly welcoming 
and affirming congregation. We made 
tremendous strides on ending flooding 
in the Lower Level and updating our 
church building. We launched a new 
congregational photo directory.  

We also strengthened and nurtured 
existing ministries. The Neighbor Project 
family, whom our church sponsored, 
graduated and now has a new home. Over 
60 people from our congregation walked 
in the Aurora Pride Parade to show our 
neighbors we mean it when we say,  

“All are welcome.” 600 students got a 
new book because of our partnership 
with McCleery Elementary School. Over 
100 students, 60 of whom were from the 
community, participated in this summer’s 
“Who is My Neighbor” VBS and learned that 
all people are our neighbors. 

Yes, this was a year of transition. A year 
of loss. However, it was also a year of 
tremendous growth. As always, we transition 
into 2020 guided and led by the Holy Spirit. 
Excited for what God will do in and through 
us. Thank you, saints, for your resilience 
and for continuing to Share Christ’s Abundant 
Love. 

All my love, 
Pastor Patrick Fish

AJ Hipp releasing a butterfly on Rally Day 2019



Decades of 
dedication

welcoming – 6

worshiping – 9

connecting – 14

serving – 26

supporting – 34

transitions – 4
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Decades of Dedication has been the hallmark 
of the mission and ministry of St. Mark’s 

for now 60 years. The year 2020 will mark the 
60th anniversary of the congregation. Thanks be 
to God for the sustaining work and energy over 
the years that this congregation has cared for 
members, friends, and community. 

The Developing and Senior Pastors who have 
served so ably and well over the years—Joseph 
Hulterstrum, Gerald Rygh, Wayne Miller, and 
Patricia Geiseman, along with the Associate and 
Interim Pastors—have built a strong foundation 
for the witness of St. Mark’s. We thank God 
for their model of faith and life over these six 
decades. 

Now, St. Mark’s embarks on a new dimension 
and another journey in its life and witness. 
Soon a new Senior Pastor will join the dedicated 
and committed staff of St. Mark’s to lead and 
develop and inspire and respond. God’s Spirit 
is the guiding hand and the primary means for 
the life of the congregation to continue strong, 
vibrant, and healthy. 

We give thanks for God’s work in and through 
the many hands of the congregation of St. Mark’s. 
It is a testimony to how St. Mark’s continues to 
Share Christ’s Abundant Love. 

In gratitude to God,  
Pastor Paul Olson 
Interim Senior Pastor   

Contents
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transitions
Pastor Patricia Geiseman’s farewell

I am convinced that God’s faithfulness 
gives us hope for the future. The one 

who started the work of goodness will not 
stop! There is more ministry to accomplish, 
and you have been anointed with the gifts to 
help make it so!”—Pastor Patricia Geiseman,  
in her final sermon at St. Mark’s

On September 29, 1996, St. Mark’s officially called Pastor Patricia Geiseman as Pastor, and as 
Senior Pastor in 2009. After 23 years of service, our beloved pastor announced her retirement 
at the Annual Meeting in January 2019. On the weekend of her farewell, June 1–2, 2019, over 
380 people attended Sunday worship, and over 300 stayed for a celebratory brunch. St. Mark’s 
people from far and near gathered to say “thank you” and “we love you” and to join in praying 
for God’s care for her. Collectively the congregation gave a monetary gift, a paver brick for the 
courtyard, and a memorial tree. We also created memory books full of photos from Pr. Pat’s 
years at St. Mark’s, with written tributes from the congregation—including our children and 
youth. People expressed special things they remembered, things they would miss, things they 
were grateful for, and what they hoped and prayed for Pr. Pat’s future. As Pr. Pat wrote, “The 
books are so lively and lovely, and full of love! I will treasure them forever.”
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interim pastor call process constitution update

After Pastor Geiseman 
retired as Senior Pastor 
of St. Mark’s in June 
of 2019, Bishop Miller 
of the Metropolitan 
Chicago Synod 
appointed Pastor Paul 
Olson as our Interim 
Senior Pastor. Having 
previously served as 
Interim at St. Mark’s 
from September 2015 
to November 2017, he 
already knew many 
of us and understood 
the workings of this 
congregation. He had  
assisted in stewardship 
development, led our 
Capital Campaign, 
taught Adult Study 
classes, and preached 
and led worship. 
Pr. Olson’s service at 
St. Mark’s has been 
an enormous benefit 
during this transition 
period of searching for 
our new Senior Pastor.

With Pr. Pat’s retirement, the 
congregation began investing itself 
in the Call Process as outlined by 
the ELCA and the Metropolitan 
Chicago Synod. The Congregation 
Council started with the Ministry 
Site Profile (MSP), a document that 
provides a rich understanding of 
the congregation. To complete the 
MSP, we engaged the congregation 
in three different surveys—
accessible online or on paper—to 
assess how the congregation saw 
the characteristics of St. Mark’s, the 
top five ministry tasks and gifts for 
ministry of the next Senior Pastor. 
We received a strong and positive 
response, and the surveys gave 
definitive understandings of what 
the congregation felt was important 
in calling a new Senior Pastor. 

At a special congregational 
meeting held on September 28-
29, the congregation elected six 
members to serve on the Call 
Committee: Jeanne Flynn, David 
Gibson, Mark Hipp, Jyotsana 
Mohan, Becky Mueller, and Julie 
Simpson. The Call Committee 
began its work of interviewing 
and making a recommendation 
to the Congregation Council of a 
candidate whom they felt would be 
the best person for the position of 
Senior Pastor of St. Mark’s.

At the beginning of the year, 
we formed a special team 
to bring our constitution 
up to the standard of the 
model constitution of ELCA 
Churchwide. 

Since our constitution had 
not been updated since 
2004, the team went over 
it carefully throughout the 
spring. They incorporated  
feedback from Metro Chicago 
Synod, the staff, the Council, 
and the congregation, and 
made much-needed changes. 
Once the Metro Chicago 
Synod approved the 
revisions, we held a special 
congregational meeting on 
November 23-24, and the 
congregation approved the 
revisions. We are now ready 
to ratify the new constitution 
at the 2020 Annual Meeting. 

This update of our 
constitution matters for 
multiple reasons. It is the 
governing document of our 
congregation. It is more in 
sync with the rest of the 
ELCA. It encourages us to 
build up new and diverse 
leaders within the church. 
And it provides a strong 
foundation for our church to 
function in a healthy manner 
moving forward.
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welcoming
website  photo directory  RIC  Pride Parade
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In August 2019, we celebrated the one-year 
anniversary of our new website. During the 
last year, we have gradually been adding 
new items to make the site better for visitors 
and for our congregation. 

◊	 new	events	calendar:	A new, fully 
interactive calendar gives you the 
option of sending yourself a reminder or 
inviting a friend to an event. You can also 
view the months ahead, to help with your 
planning.

◊	 sermon	videos:	You can now watch and 
listen to the weekly sermon to absorb it 
further (or catch up, if you missed it).

◊	 more	resources: If you’re looking 
for spiritual enrichment, these added 
resource links offer new insights: 
podcasts (“Three Sides” (stories from 

website updates

There’s a place for you

ELCA); “Sermon Brainwave” (perspectives 
on the weekly lectionary); “God Pause” 
(daily devotions from Luther Seminary 
alum); “My America” (refugee stories 
from Lutheran Immigration and Refugee 
Service); “Faith in Action” (ELCA’s annual 
collection of inspiring stories). 

◊	 registration	forms: By making 
registrations available online, we have 
made it easier for church and community 
members to register for FDL and VBS.

◊	 ticket	purchasing: Adding an online 
option for tickets has made it easier for 
fundraisers, such as Bingo and BBQ.  

◊	 online	surveys: Over half of this year’s 
congregational surveys were completed 
online. 	

◊	 commitment	forms: For the first time, 
members had the option of completing 
commitment forms for 2020 online. 
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photo 
directory

At the start of December, we invited everyone in the 
congregation to get their picture taken for our new St. Mark’s 
photo directory. We had not had a photo directory since 2004, 
and it was time, especially with a new Senior Pastor coming on 
board in 2020. 

156 households participated in the photo process.  340 
individuals had their pictures taken. What a coming together 
event the photo directory ended up being!

At St. Mark’s, part of our mission is to care for and love each 
other. With this photo directory, it will be easier to match a name 
with a face to help us better know other members of the church. 
The photo directory will help us ensure that every person and 
every person’s name is valued. Nothing is more important than a 
person’s story and name being known. 



RIC:  
Reconciling 
in Christ

Making St. Mark’s a welcoming and safe space 
for members of the LGBTQ community fits 
with our priorities to be a community leader 
in Aurora and to serve the marginalized. The 
Reconciling in Christ Team brought our work 
forward this year as we opened dialogue around 
what it means to be welcoming. In addition to 
organizing participation in the Aurora Pride 
Parade, the RIC Team hosted a listening forum 
and a survey to help surface questions or 
concerns. We continue to educate ourselves and 
others about how we can Share Christ’s Abundant 
Love to all of God’s children.

I became a member of the 
RIC Team because I feel it 

is very important that we, as a 
church, live out our belief that 
God created and loves everyone 
equally. As a mother of a gay 
son, I have seen firsthand how 
LGBTQ people are treated 
differently, and I want to be a 
part of ensuring that St. Mark’s 
is not only truly welcoming of 
all people but also that people 
outside the church know this 
about us.”

—Martha Egeland

Pride Parade

This year was the 2nd Annual Pride Parade in the city of 
Aurora. After almost being canceled due to cost, individuals 
throughout Aurora stepped up and, in a mere 22 hours, 
raised enough money to once again have a Pride Parade in 
our great city. St. Mark’s was one of a few faith communities 
represented, and we walked in the parade to show our 
support of persons and families who identify as LGBTQIA+. 
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St. Mark’s people with our “God Is Love” banner  
at the 2019 Pride Parade, 

Two of our Vision Priorities are to be a community leader and to be a congregation who is 
not fearful to stand with the poor and marginalized. By participating in the Aurora Pride 
Parade, we are living out our faith and putting our priorities into action. 

Over 60 members of St. Mark’s walked in the 2019 Aurora Pride Parade. What a showing and 
what an impact. The parade was packed, and people lined the streets of downtown Aurora, 
cheering on all those organizations who were bold and courageous enough to walk in the 
parade. The energy and excitement from the community was palpable and could be felt by 
all from St. Mark’s who walked. It was extremely meaningful that our neighbors saw  
St. Mark’s as who we truly are to our core: a congregation who loves, welcomes, and affirms 
all God’s people. The impact was real and powerful.

Walking in the Pride 
Parade was one of the 
most incredible 

experiences I have ever had 
with St. Mark’s. Standing 
beside my husband and 
children and fellow church 
members and representing 
the love that our church 
stands for was indescribable.“  
—Mary Mandel
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worshiping
choir  handbells  contemporary worship 

children’s messages  screens  art & banners
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Festival Choir in France

Lion's Voice Choir
The Lion’s Voice Choir, under the direction of Kristin Young with Rosemary Hauser as the 
accompanist, shares beautiful and challenging anthems of faith every week at the 9:00 a.m. 
Sunday worship service. They also lead and enliven the congregational singing of our praise 
to God though hymns and spiritual songs. The anthems focus on the weekly lectionary to 
help connect the spoken word to the heart and soul of worshipers and help point the way to 
a deeper faith in God. 

On Palm Sunday 2019, the choir teamed up with the Fox 
Valley Philharmonic and singing friends from Our Savior’s 
Lutheran Church to give a concert honoring our brave police 
force for their heroic efforts at the Henry Pratt Company 
shooting incident. On concert day it snowed 4 inches, but the 
music was glorious. The pieces shared were the works that 
would be later sung in Paris at the 2019 summer Festival. It 

was a wonderful 
community concert.

For this year’s 
Christmas concert 
on December 15th, 
the Lion’s Voice 
Choir again teamed 
up with the choir 
from Our Savior’s, 
joined by the new 
Fermi Community 
Orchestra, to share 
Vivaldi’s Gloria, 

along with an orchestral rendition of ‘O Holy Night’ and a 
Christmas carol sing-a-long. It was a packed sanctuary and a 
great community event.

This year, the touring St. Mark’s Festival Choir 
took a trip to France to commemorate the 75th 
anniversary of D-Day. While overseas, they sang a 
private concert at the Chartre Cathedral, a Festival 
Concert with 12 other choirs and orchestra in 
Paris at the Church of Mary Magdeline and, most 
profoundly, a memorial concert plus our national 
anthem at the American Cemetery on the cliffs 
above Omaha Beach in Normandy. Four choir 
members who are veterans placed a wreath at the 
Memorial Statue at the cemetery. Countless people 
from around the world stopped to watch and then 
came up with tears in their eyes to say thank you! 
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Palm Sunday Concert

Festival Choir at Church  
of Mary Magdeline, Paris

The music has 
moved me into a 

deeper understanding 
of Scripture. The choir 
members have touched 
me with their humor, 
friendship, compassion, 
and empathy. Kristin has 
taught me spiritually, 
living her faith with 
such a gracious spirit.  
I would have told you 
that I can’t sing, but she 
always makes me think 
I can, so I do. And now I 
have sung in some of the 
greatest cathedrals in 
Europe. I am blessed to 
belong to this choir.”

—Sheryl Campen



Aaron Krueger playing
bass guitar at 10:30 service

Glory Ringers 
Adult and High School 
Handbell Choir 

Each week, enthusiastic, talented, hard-
working folks of the handbell choir gather 
to learn and rehearse music. They ring two 
Sundays a month (sometimes Saturdays) and 
all Festivals. They love this special musical 
medium, which involves working as a team. 
Ringing in the handbell choir challenges 
individuals musically and builds close relationships among members, while 
enhancing the congregation’s worship experience. This year the choir explored more 
ways to use all the bells, including our new Silver Melody Bells. Some Ringers arrive 
early for extra rehearsal or help with techniques. Some members also participated 
in three mini-workshops this summer, and others formed a quartet to ring for the 
Copley Hospital Fundraiser in December.

My fellow Ringers challenge me 
musically, support me, laugh with 

me. And it’s always a pleasure to ring 
to God’s glory in a loving, supportive 
environment.”—member of Glory Ringers

contemporary worship
impacting the next generation

Our contemporary worship service is growing and changing 
to become . . . well, more contemporary. The service now 
includes a keyboard person, guitarist, and drummer, and we 
plan on adding a bass player as well as different vocal teams 
next year. The service is designed to attract and impact the 
next generation of Lutherans in a style that is refreshing, 
innovative, and dynamic. The lights, screens, modern 
worship space, bands, and spirit-filled fun reflect a growing 
change in worship expression that brings a breath of fresh 
air and encourages new ways of worshiping from the heart.

We enjoy attending the 10:30 service 
because it provides a comfortable, laid-

back atmosphere for worship, which includes 
energetic music that really engages the 
congregation.”—Melissa Gooch

11

Glory Ringers
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children ringing bells Wednesday Worship in action

children's messages 
At St. Mark’s, we strive to create spaces where all 
ages can grow in their faith. New this year, we offered 
children’s messages at all Sunday services, where 
children are invited forward to hear a message on 
their level. 

This is not in place of Sunday School, but rather to 
supplement what our children are already learning 
about Christ’s abundant love. It is for families whose 
children attend FDL on Wednesdays. And it is for 
families who want their children to feel comfortable 
in church and experience worship.

Messages for children help young families know they 
belong to a church that prioritizes young children, 
and these families have benefited greatly. Our older 
generations have benefited as well. They get to 
witness children during worship and are transformed 
by the children’s awe, wonder, and humor. Children’s 
messages have made us more intentional about being 
an intergenerational church. 

children’s bells
St. Mark’s handbell program for grade 
school children starts with Roaring 
Ringers (grades 3-5). This group learns 
ringing basics and music theory. Joyous 
Praise Bells (grades 6-8) works on more 
advanced music, bell techniques, and 
creativity. This year the bell choirs 
prepared accompaniment for FDL music 
and anthems for Wednesday Worship. In 
addition, this summer we offered three 
mini-workshops so young ringers could 
have more time to work on their skills, 
explore new ringing techniques, and 
make friends.  

Wednesday Worship
Once a month during the program year, our 
youth create a “Wednesday Worship.” This 
year the focus is on the Psalms and ways to 
live our faith through our Vision Priorities. 
Each month a different age group plans 
and leads. Through skits, songs, and large 
group activity, our young people are not 
only showing us, as adults, what they want 
in a worship service, but are also actively 
creating worship that is relevant and 
engaging to parents and youth of all ages. 
It is a ton of fun and incredibly meaningful 
to see so many youth wanting to be a part 
of Wednesday Worship. 

The children’s messages 
are one of my favorite 

parts of worship. I love seeing 
the pastors interact with the 
kids on their level. And an 
added bonus is that I often find 
I learn and get a lot out of the 
children’s message, too.” 
—Betty Lankers 

children’s message with Pr. Fish
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screens
New this year are screens at every worship service. In 
2018, we started incorporating screens into our worship 
to provide newcomers with an easy way to follow along. 
However, some people still found themselves lost during 
the service or found the constant back and forth between 
bulletin and hymnal confusing. Others had loved ones 
who could not participate in worship because they could 
not read the bulletin or physically hold the hymnals. 

For these reasons, we now are offering screens with all 
the words from the bulletin at every service. We did not 
take away the bulletin or the hymnal but are providing 
another way for people to feel included and to participate 
in worship. We believe in the diversity of expression and strive to provide every 
opportunity for every person, of every ability, to take part in worship. 

This year, we saw that happening through the screens. More people are singing and 
responding. Some choose to use the hymnal. Some read the text from the bulletin. 
Some like the screens. Regardless of preference, we are excited that more people are 
participating in worship.  

Sanctuary Art & Banners
Through fabric, art, objects, and design, the Sanctuary 
Art & Banners Team works to help the congregation 
“feel” each season: the hope of Advent, the joy of 
Christmas, the light of Epiphany, the barren dessert of 
Lent, the Hallelujah of Easter. 

The Team is a mix of women and men who bring 
designs to life, using materials such as foam core for 
the construction of a sun, a world, and our new star. 
The Team also sorts and purges to keep designs for each 
season fresh. 

The original Slabbnick Banner sets that hang in the 
sanctuary have seasonal symbols in the colors of the 
liturgical year. The designs on the wood wall in the 
narthex add a “wow” fact for people entering, so even 
before they enter the sanctuary, they get a sense of the 
liturgical season. 

I love how the screens have enhanced our 
singing in church. People are projecting more 

and singing louder because they are looking up rather 
than looking down. It’s great!” —Fred Dornback

narthex wall for Advent & Christmas

“welcome” screen on Christmas Eve
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connecting
kids  teens  adults
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Nursery
This year, we said goodbye to Terese Ruppel, 
who had been our Nursery Coordinator 
for the past nine years. It was extremely 
difficult, as she was a rock for our nursery 

ministry. However, the transition created 
an opportunity to look at the nursery 
ministry anew. 

We hired Amy Mabrey as our new 
Nursery Coordinator. She was tasked 
with revamping the nursery room and 
building up our age 0-3 curriculum. 
We then hired Valentina Rubio to be 
our Nursery Attendant and to staff the 
nursery every Sunday. 

Our nursery ministry has been 
revitalized as a Christian learning 

center for our 0- to 3-year-olds. Through 
music, crafts, stories, snacks, and games, 
the children this fall interacted with the 
Creation story, Noah’s Ark, Joseph, and 
the story of Jesus’ birth. Every week, we 
see our young kids engaging with these 
foundational Bible stories and hearing,  
from a very early age, that God loves them. 

PT2
A few years ago, there was a small group 
ministry for parents called “Building 
Bridges.” We resurrected that idea and are 
calling it “PT2.” New name. New energy. 
New leadership. 

PT2, which stands for “Parent Time” and 
“Play Time,” is a small group ministry for 
parents with young children. We recognize 
how important adult time is and how difficult 
it can be for young parents to get that time. 

PT2 meets once a month on Saturdays with 
the purpose of creating community for young 
parents and opportunities for young kids to 
play together outside of church. The group 
meets at different homes, parks, or places in 
the community. 

Our younger families have greatly benefited 
and have been able to build meaningful 
connection with each other as a result of this 
ministry. The kids know each other and will 
come up to one another when they see each 
other at church. PT2 is creating bonds that 
otherwise would not happen. 

With the new curriculum, the kids 
gather together around a craft or on 

the carpet to hear a Bible story. It’s really 
neat to see this happening.” 
—Amy Mabrey 

kids having fun at Luigi’s

I love getting together and 
having something to do with 

my kid. It’s also great to be around 
other parents who have similar 
values.”—Brent Fairbanks

nursery children creating “night” 
and “day” for the Creation theme

15
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“WHO	IS	MY	NEIGHBOR?”
This year’s VBS program, using the ELCA “Who Is My 
Neighbor?”curriculum, was a great success. It was an 
amazing week of stories, crafts, games, and lessons 
that brought home the teaching that EVERYONE is our 
neighbor. Creative backdrops and signs—even a “Mr. 
Roger’s” trolley crafted by Greg Reiseck—made the 
message come alive. Each day highlighted a different 
country, and kids learned how ELCA World Hunger is 
helping these neighbors. It was a week focused on love.

100
KIDS 

 over half of whom 
were non-members 

from the Aurora 
community heard 

the story of the 
Good Samaritan 
and learned each 
day how we are 
ALL neighbors! 

50
VOLUNTEERS	
helped each day, 
and 100% of our 

crew leaders were 
teenagers this year. 
We’re so proud and 

thankful for their 
hard work. They 

did a great job 
teaching the kids 
about God’s love 

around the world.

518
DOLLARS	

were raised for 
ELCA Good Gifts 
backpacks, which 
was enough to fill 
58 backpacks with 

school supplies. 
What a great 

way to provide 
building blocks for 

a brighter future 
for kids across the 

globe! 

100
BLESSING	
BAGS	

for homeless 
people were 

assembled by the 
VBS students. 

Students took the 
bags home to hand 
out when they see 
someone in need.

VBS

What a wonderful 
VBS this year! 

These kids are learning 
and having fun!!! And 
the volunteers are so 
incredibly amazing, from 
the teenagers to those 
of us who are a little bit 
older!”—VBS volunteer

VBS kids gathering in the sanctuary
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FDL
This year, we transitioned our 3rd-
5th grade students from Sunday 
School to FDL on Wednesday nights, 
which gives them the opportunity to 
attend worship on Sunday mornings 
and experience more in-depth faith 
formation on Wednesday nights.

Sunday School
This year, we changed the age range for 
Sunday School, tailoring it to children 
age 3 through 2nd grade. (Students in 
3rd through 5th grade moved to FDL on 
Wednesday evenings.)

◊	 To kick off our program year in 
September, people of all ages 
celebrated new life by releasing 96 
butterflies on Rally Day morning, 
followed by exciting carnival games 
and a delicious lunch.

◊	 Each Sunday morning, over 30 students 
join together to watch a video,  
sing songs, read a Bible story, and do  
an interactive lesson.

◊	 Starting this fall, we added weekly music 
time to our Sunday School program, thanks to 
Lauren Twohill and Laura Chen. The kids love 
to sing and dance and praise God first thing 
in the morning. While having fun with music, 
they are also learning the building blocks for 
future musical expression.

◊	 As part of our Children’s Lenten Offering, the 
students collected money to purchase 48 fruit-
tree seedlings through ELCA Good Gifts. Our 
kids were able to help many families plant 
trees to protect their soil and provide fruit. 

◊	 In April, 13 second graders studied the 
significance of taking Holy Communion and 
experienced the sacrament for the first time.

I love that my children are 
able to learn about God in a 

fun way with their friends and 
meet great people at the same 
time.”—Sunday School parent

FDL 3rd-grade class

3- and 4-year-olds enjoying Sunday School

Chen family releasing a butterfly on Rally Day



“100 Percent Chance of Rain” musical

Confirmation students packing meals at 
Feed My Starving Children in Aurora

  FDL
◊	 Every Wednesday night, almost 30 

volunteers serve God and live out 
their faith by teaching our children 
and youth and helping them grow in 
their faith formation. 

◊	 During Lent this year, 70 people 
from young to old joined together 
to celebrate and experience a Seder 
meal in the Lower Level fellowship 
hall.

◊	 In May, the 1st- through 5th-grade 
FDL students entertained families 
and friends with their performance 
of 100% Chance of Rain, a Noah-
inspired musical.

  Confirmation
◊	 This October, nine 9th graders 

were welcomed into confirmed 
membership by affirming their 
Baptism on Reformation Sunday.

◊	 21 Confirmation students packed 
meals at Feed My Starving 
Children in Aurora. During their 
time slot, they finished 231 boxes 
of food, which will feed 137 kids 
for one full year!

◊	 Donations from church groups and 
congregation members provided 
a new, high-tech projector for 
the Lower Level to be used on 
Wednesday night programs as well 
as special events.

There are so many great things 
about the Confirmation program 

at St. Mark’s, from the wonderful 
teachers who share God’s word in 
approachable ways to the kids having 
the opportunity to have dinner 
together and make lasting friendships!” 
—Confirmation parent

What I enjoy most about the 
programs at St. Mark’s is the 

sense of community the 
programs create, and the outreach 
opportunities they provide for the 

youth at our church. The kind, 
generous, open-minded and welcoming 

atmosphere that St. Mark’s creates 
is an ideal environment for middle 

school-age kids to discover their faith 
and develop lasting relationships. My 

kids have always looked forward to 
Wednesday nights!” 

—Melissa Gooch
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HS Youth Group
During the program year, HS Youth Group 
meets on Wednesday evenings from 5:30 to 
7:30 p.m. The evening starts by gathering 
around a meal, much like Christ did with 
his disciples. Then the group heads to the 
Luther Room where they share the highs, 
lows, and “God moments” from their week, 
followed by playing games and engaging in 
conversation around a relevant faith topic. 

Every week between 20–25 HS students 
participate from different high schools, 
including Batavia, Kaneland, Yorkville, 
Aurora, and Oswego. Every week these 
students come together and build 
relationships with one another and with 
God. 

Each month, the HS students participate in a 
church-related or community-related service 
project, followed by a fun activity. Our hope 
is to help them build a relationship with 
God through joyful service. We do not want 
the only opportunity for service to be the 
summer mission trips. We want to bring the 
energy from those mission trips back into the 
church and community.

This year, the students volunteered at 
McCleery Fall Festival, did a cleanup at three 
Neighbor Project locations, and provided a 
Parent’s Night Out for St. Mark’s families. 

At the McCleery Festival, 8 HS students 
volunteered and led games for their fall 
kick-off carnival. At the yard cleanup, 13 
HS students came and provided much 
needed energy to clean up three Neighbor 
Project properties. At the Parent’s Night Out 
event, 10 HS students led Christmas crafts 
and games for the younger children in our 
congregation. 

These outings are a great benefit to our 
community and congregation. They also 
matter for our young people, giving them 
hands-on experiences to live out their faith 
throughout the year. 

I was amazed 
at how many 
HS students 

came to help. It’s 
truly amazing 
how fast and 
smooth the yard 
clean-up went. 
It was definitely 
because we had 
so many young 
people.”  
—Austin Bredow 
at The Neighbor 
Project fall 
clean-up day

Without St. Mark’s high school 
students, we couldn’t do the McCleery 

Festival. They are so good with the kids and 
are such a delight. Your congregation is truly 
blessed to have them, and we are blessed by 
them here at McCleery.”—Michelle Frieders,  
PTO President of McCleery

HS students raking leaves at 
The Neighbor Project workday

HS Youth Group singing at Wednesday Night worship



HS Mission Trip

GraceRoad
In 2019, St Mark’s saw a need to connect parents 
of teens and tweens, and we created a small 
group called GraceRoad: helping parents find 
grace on the road to parenting their teens. 
GraceRoad gives parents of junior high and 
high school kids the opportunity to connect 
with each other, to discuss and share issues 
of parenting teens, and to build relationships 
within the church. Almost 20 parents attend the 
monthly gatherings, and the discussions have 
covered current topics such as Social Media/Cell 
phones, Anxiety and Depression, and Vaping 
and Smoking. 

 

During the summer of 2019, 24 HS students 
and 4 adult leaders spent a week of their 
summer serving the great city of Denver, 
Colorado. During the week, our youth 
served and organized at the Arc, which is a 
Denver-based thrift shop. They also painted 
and helped build homes through a Denver-
based company called Extreme Community 
Makeover. And they volunteered and played 
games at the local Boys & Girls Club. 

Our youth also helped individuals in the 
Denver community get back on their feet. The 
students helped elderly who needed minor 
repairs and work done on their homes. And 
students spent time with kids showing them 
they mattered. 

Our HS students were able to benefit from 
and be part of God’s work on these mission 
trips only because our church supports our 
youth. The favorite fundraiser in 2019 was 
Bingo Night. We had a packed house, full of 
people of all ages. The HS students served 
delicious enchiladas, rice, and beans, and 
families of students going on the mission 
trip provided gift baskets as prizes. The 
competitiveness of the congregation showed 
up, and there were lots of laughs playing 
Bingo. It was such a success that it will 
become a staple.    

The impact we had on the people and youth 
we met while serving in Denver was incredible. 

However, what impressed me the most was the 
example our youth group set for the other youth 
groups who were there serving along with us that 
week. Our youth group set the tone for the week  
and would make anyone from St. Mark’s proud.” 
—Anna Themanson

Bingo Night was one of my favorite 
events at the church in a long time. 

It was awesome seeing so many of our 
young people there. I didn’t realize how 
many HS students we had. What a true 
representation of the church—young and 
old—coming together and having fun at 
church. You gotta do that again.” 
—Dotty Johnson

HS students in urban Denver

HS students leading Bingo games It’s a great comfort knowing 
you’re not the only parent 

struggling raising a teenager. Almost 
every one of us can relate to each 
other’s stories and challenges. We’ve 
provided help for one another with 
advice on different subjects that we 
may not have thought of. It’s really 
been a fantastic addition to the 
many wonderful options at  
St. Mark’s.—Tyler Mabrey
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21 & Over
In 2018, we started a new small 
group ministry to build genuine 
relationships among the younger adults 
in our congregation. It has been wildly 
successful! The group meets twice a 
month at different people’s homes so no 
one person is hosting all the time. 

New this year, the group added outings 
as well. They brewed beer together. Had 
a Christmas party. Went to TopGolf. 
Attended a Kane County Cougar’s 
Game. Similarly, the group has also 
been trying to do service together. 
This year, on three separate occasions, 
the group packed meals at Feed My 
Starving Children in Aurora. 

Each gathering, 10-15 individuals get 
together. The people may be different 
each time, but it is always the same 
purpose: to build relationships with one 
another. 21 & Over is great for singles. It 
is great for couples. It is great for people 
without kids. It is great for people with 
kids. 

21 & Over is meant to be open. It 
is purposely inclusive so anyone in 
the church can come and build real 
relationships with other people from the 
church. 

I love this group.  
I have met so 

many cool people 
through this, and it’s 
one of the reasons I 
joined St. Mark’s.” 
—Katherine 
Anderson

Adult Study
Throughout the year, we provide a 
Tuesday morning Adult Study focused 
on pertinent topics and various books of 
the Bible. This year’s studies included:

◊	 the refugee crisis
◊	 Bishop Eaton’s “4 emphases on 

what it means to be ELCA”
◊	 heaven, hell, and life after death
◊	 Christianity and homosexuality
◊	 The Book of Acts
◊	 The Book of Romans
◊	 Luther’s “Small Catechism” 

Through conversation, research, 
and Scripture, participants engage 
in dialogue. The group freely shares 
insights and discusses new challenges. 

What a benefit it is to have so many 
people in this congregation who want 
to learn and grow in their faith. There 
is an investment here that is real and 
tangible. This is a congregation of 
people trying to walk their faith in 
genuine and authentic ways. Every 
Tuesday is a reflection of this. Every 
Tuesday, 20 to 30 people gather 
together, wanting to stretch and expand 
their understanding of God, our 
neighbors, ourselves, and the world. 

“Since making 
Tuesday Adult 

Study a priority a few 
years back, I have 
grown so much. I look 
forward every week 
to the discussions 
and learn something 
new every time.”  
—Dick Larson 
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Adult Fellowship
St. Mark’s Adult Fellowship meets monthly for 
activities of education, entertainment, food, and 
volunteering. Some of the 2019 outings included a 
visit to our neighboring synagogue, SciTech Hands On 
Museum, Volo Auto Museum, Starved Rock Lodge for 
a matinée, Hume-Carnegie Museum, Union Railroad 
Depot Museum, and Breaking the Prairie Museum. The 
volunteer projects for 2019 included food distribution 
at the Interfaith Food Pantry and collection of toys for 
Hesed House children at Christmas. The group also 
mails cards to sick members and donates to the  
St. Mark’s Endowment Fund for memorials. Leaders 
of the group are Al Bergh, coordinator; Claire Toynton, 
contact person; Phoebe Bergh, treasurer; and Arlene 
Flynn, card secretary.

Adult Fellowship members at the Interfaith 
Food Pantry to stock shelves

Financial Peace 
University
The Financial Peace University offered in 
the fall of 2019 impacted several families 
and individuals. Everyone came with their 
own level of understanding and ideas of 
monetary principles. Situations varied, but 
each person found lessons and financial 
understanding from the course, and there 
was something for everyone. The knowledge 
gained was enhanced by the sharing of ideas 
and fellowship. It was exciting to see not 
only the growth in understanding but also 
improvement in communication in families 
between spouses—and children, too. Gaining 
a better understanding of how monetary 
choices affect current and future economic 
conditions, and using the tools learned, will 
continue to improve each life far into the 
future. 

I enjoy the experience of learning that I otherwise would not have.”

I like the opportunity to share stories and needs with new and old friends.”

I look forward to doing more service projects.”

This class was so great. It 
gave us the tools and right 

direction to help secure our 
financial future. I highly 
recommend it to anyone looking 
to gain financial insight." 
—Ashley Fairbanks

Financial Peace class graduation
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Congregational Support Ministry
Providing care and support has always been 
a priority at St. Mark’s. However, how that 
care happens has been a little scattered over 
the years. In 2019, we made it a goal to get 
our care ministries organized to ensure that  
people who needed help did not fall through 
the cracks. 

No longer will the right hand not know 
what the left hand is doing! This year, all 
our care leaders came together and formed 
the Congregational Support Ministry. This 
structure does not replace or dismiss the 
important work that has gone on for years. 
The groups who have been providing 
support and care in the past are still doing 
that. The difference is that these groups are 
communicating together as one united team. 

commissioning of new BeFrienders

The Congregational Support Ministry 
consists of:

◊	 Deacons
◊	 Care Team
◊	 BeFrienders
◊	 Prayer Team
◊	 Health & Wellness
◊	 Pastoral Care
◊	 Funeral Luncheon Team
◊	 Hospitality Team

When our care leaders came together and 
brainstormed this revision, they decided 
we needed two new branches we had not 
had before. We have now added a Meal 
Train and Mental Health as branches of our 
Congregational Support Ministry. 

This re-visioning and restructuring matters 
because more people are now being cared 
for. And there are more opportunities for 
people with different gifts to get involved 
in providing care. And we are better 
communicating what type of care each 
person needs. 

This re-organized group of care leaders is 
dedicated and now has a unified vision of 
how better to provide that care in the present 
and future. This means more people will 
receive care and more people will receive the 
right care.  

Yoga & Functional Fitness classes
One of our Vision Priorities is to help people feel cared for, and one aspect of care 
is taking care of our physical bodies. So this year we were glad to offer two classes 
to help us pay more attention to our physical health. Annie Craig led two sessions 
of Yoga classes this summer, and Vicki Lettow was the instructor for a new six-week 
Functional Fitness class in November and December. We plan to continue offering 
these kinds of opportunities. We all know we need to take better care of ourselves, 
and these classes offer an excellent way to do that, with the support of caring friends.
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Ruth Circle
Usually Ruth Circle meets for social sharing 
and Bible Study. This year in June, Ruth Circle 
also met under the leadership of Kathy Bloom 
to assemble more than 70 sewing kits and 65 
mendng kits. They were used at Operation 
Christmas Child shoebox packing parties in 
the fall. The sewing kits contained fabric, 
scissors, thread, buttons, etc., and the mending 
kits contained many notions and a tiny pair 
of scissors packed into clean prescription 
bottles. A Thrivent Action Team grant, along 
with generous donations from several sewing 
enthusiasts, were used to purchase many of the 
items.

Seekers Circle
Seekers is the newest of the five 
women’s circles at St. Mark’s. 
Started in 2018, it has grown to be a 
welcoming place for women who are 
seeking to understand themselves, 
their faith, and each other in a setting 
of open sharing. Each month a 
different person selects a topic from 
ELCA’s “Bold Cafe” to guide the 
group’s discussion on contemporary 
and personal issues from a spiritual 
perspective. Any woman is welcome 
to join at any time.

Faith Circle
Faith Circle meets on the second 
Monday of each month at the homes 
of our twelve members or at church. 
We share the Bible study lessons 
from the Metropolitan Women of 
the ELCA’s Gather Magazine at each 
meeting. 

A first-floor kitchen for our church 
continues to be a concern of our 
women, especially as we age. With 
that in mind, Faith Circle has decided 
that, six times a year, our offerings 
will be put into the first-floor kitchen 
account. 

The remaining six months’ offerings 
this year went to the Food Pantry. 
For 2019, our total offering was $600.  
Since the organization of Faith Circle, 
a total of $4,000 has been donated 
to the Food Pantry, and $1200 to the 
first-floor kitchen. 

Hope Circle
Hope Circle meets in members’ homes to enjoy 
fellowship and inspiring Bible studies from 
Gather Magazine. Our eight active members 
(plus one now in Indiana) are enriched through 
friendship as well as several outreach projects:

◊	 CDC: Many children at St. Mark’s CDC 
who would not be able to afford summer 
outings were able to go this year, thanks 
to donations from our members. And 
when we delivered trays of home-baked 
cookies to CDC teachers for the holidays, 
we helped them know all they do for the 
children in their care is appreciated! 

◊	 Church: As the warmth from our new 
boiler surrounds us, we feel that a little 
part of this improvement is due to our 
monetary gift. Hope Circle also donates 
gift cards for our pastors to give to 
members in need. In addition, each year 
we choose a worthy cause to receive 
surplus money in our Sunshine Fund. 

Hope Circle also enjoyed a ladies’ night out in 
July and a Christmas dinner outing with our 
significant others. 

 Seekers gives me opportunity to get to know a members of a small group 
of dedicated Christian women I don’t usually see during worship. I enjoy 

the challenges of in-depth discussions of topics we select.”—Fauntie Wilcoxon



Naomi Circle
Naomi Circle currently has eleven 
active members. Our Bible studies 
are from the Gather Magazine. We 
especially enjoyed the study on 
the Book of Esther. Several of our 
members meet on Wednesdays to sew 
pillowcase-style dresses. In April we 
reached out to Lindsey from Brave 
Beauties, a support group for girls 
with cancer. She said, “We can always 
use more dresses. We are working 
hard to get them to all of the Brave 
Beauties that request them.”  We 
fulfilled 107 Brave Beauty wishes. 
Our dresses have also been delivered 
to Haiti (80), Africa (130), and the 
Dominican Republic (50). We received 
a special request to make longer 
dresses for older girls who were 
being trained to become deacons in 
Africa. The President of ELC Ghana, 
who delivered the dresses, visited 
Peggy Shields to express appreciation 
personally to someone involved in 
our mission project. The girls were so 
happy with their dresses.  

We are so 
thankful 
for all the 
support 
from St. 
Mark’s 
for our 
annual 
Christmas 
Angel 

Lydia's Piecemakers
Lydia’s central purpose to make quilts for the 
world continued into 2019. A very flexible 
number of women (16 to 20) appear every fourth 
Monday and the Monday following to continue 
this active tradition, now in its twelfth year. In 
2019, over 159 of our quilts were distributed by 
Lutheran World Relief. 

We also present quilts personally to graduates of 
Lifespring, a Wayside Mission project for women. 
Because of a generous gift from a St. Mark’s family 
of African batik cloth, an African Queen quilt was 
created and donated to a Lifespring fundraiser, 
where it brought $1900 at their auction. Lydia’s 
was also able to address a real need at Lifespring 
by making valances and curtains for several 
rooms.

Another 2019 project was making 60+ stockings 
for the children at Hesed House. Christmas Eve 
without a home (or a chimney for Santa) can be a 
very cold, sad experience. We were able to reach 
some places where Santa cannot go.

The Baby Care Kit ministry of Lydia’s serves 
the youngest in the world. This year, many kits 
reached Mali, which is one of the world’s poorest 
countries. These kits are used as incentives to 
encourage new mothers attending pre- and post-
natal classes.

Knit Pickers
Knit Pickers started in response to a need 
in the community. Women meet the last 
Monday of the month and the Monday 
following to knit, crochet, or loom—and 
others donate—hats, scarves, and mittens. 

This year, we were able to give 144 hats, 
52 scarves, and 24 pairs of gloves or 
mittens to Hesed House. With your help 
we made life a little warmer for some. 
Thank you!

a car loaded with Angel
Tree gifts to deliver

Tree Project. 
Thanks to the congregation’s generosity, 
Aurora Visiting Nurse Association 
families, Constitution House seniors and 
clients of AID had a merrier Christmas.

packing up quilts for Lutheran World Relief
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The Neighbor 
Project

St. Mark’s has been a church partner with 
The Neighbor Project for the past three 
years, helping working-class families escape 
debt, save money, and purchase homes. We 
renewed our financial commitment with 
The Neighbor Project for another two years, 
and we continue to contribute money from 
the Capital Campaign tithe to support an 
apartment unit near downtown Aurora that 
enables families to set aside money for a 
down payment on a future home. One such 
family is the Kakules, who survived many 
years as refugees in Kenya. They successfully 
purchased their first home in Aurora earlier 
this year, which is a remarkable achievement! 

We also gave over a hundred of hours of 
volunteer support this year to beautify 
several apartment properties throughout 
the City of Aurora and to help dozens of 
our neighbors receive training on home 
maintenance. By Sharing Christ’s Abundant 
Love with our neighbors, lives are being 
transformed, which further strengthens our 
community and our church.  

Rebuilding 
Together Aurora

Two grade-school age girls were sleeping on 
air mattresses in the living room. The room 
where their grandmother died, over a year 
ago, was closed. Bad memories and stained 
carpeting were locked away while the girls, 
their mother, and grandfather squeezed into 
the remaining space. The drain in the kitchen 
sink leaked so badly it was hard to wash 
dishes without making a mess. 

On the last weekend of April, over a dozen 
volunteers from St. Mark’s joined with 
clients of a local Thrivent group to do 
something about these problems. They 
installed new flooring, patched and painted 
many walls, fixed the kitchen sink, and much 
more. Two people stood in the late spring 
snowstorm to hang a new storm door on the 
front of the house. 

The girls now have a bedroom that looks 
brand new, where they can start working 
on happy memories. The family can sit in 
a living room not cluttered with the girls’ 
clothes and toys. Dishes can be washed 
without fear of flooding.

Rebuilding Together Aurora coordinated 
this project in conjunction with National 
Rebuilding Day 2019. Thanks to the 
volunteers from St. Mark’s who worked that 
day, our Aurora neighbors have real, tangible 
proof that “God’s Work, Our Hands” is much 
more than words on a banner.

Thank you, St. Mark’s! You continue 
to set the standard for church 

partnership, and you are a treasure to 
The Neighbor Project. You are so 
appreciated!” —Cheryl Pacilio, 
Coordinator with The Neighbor Project

David Albers and crew laying new flooring

team effort to clean up the yard
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Child 
Development 

Center
At the CDC, the program for children 
and families is centered around caring. 
The Center reaches out to the community 
in many different ways to help show the 
importance of caring for others. This year, 
the students from CDC:

◊	 packed 13,827 meals for 38 
children at Feed My Starving 
Children

◊	 collected Angel Tree gifts to bring 
joy and happiness to 51 children 
during the holiday season

◊	 visited the Symphony nursing 
home to spend time with residents

◊	 helped 35 low-income, at-risk 
families receive affordable, high-
quality childcare

St. Mark’s is commited to our partnership 
with CDC, and one way we put that into 
action is by offering music education. On 
Tuesdays, Kristin Young teaches a weekly 
music class, with faith-building time, for 
both the pre-K children and after-school-
care children. Also this year, we adopted 
the CDC for our “God’s Work, Our 
Hands” project, to repaint the classrooms 
(see pictures on page 36).

I would not trust anyone else. 
My baby loves his school, his 

friends and caring teachers.” 
—Jillian Waldron

McCleery Elementary 
St. Mark’s partnership with McCleery Elementary 
School continues to positively impact the school 
community as much as it does the wonderful 
volunteers. The staff is so appreciative of our support. 
Presently 10 awesome tutors work with the children 
on a weekly basis, generally in the areas of reading 
or math. The students look forward to one-on-one 
contact with a caring adult a couple of hours a week, 
and it makes such a difference in the life of each child.

Another way we support the school is by helping 
out at the fall and spring carnivals. It is such fun to 
watch the children enjoy all the activities with their 
families. We were grateful this year to have many of 
our high school youth willing to give their time on 
a Saturday, as well as other congregation members 
who volunteered. The McCleery PTO has told us that, 
without additional help, they were not always able to 
offer the carnivals to their school community.

In December this year, we held a Book Drive to collect 
enough books and/or dollars to give every child (all 
600!) a new book. St. Mark’s people came through, 
and the kids (and teachers) were thrilled.

I really like reading to you! Are you coming 
back next week?”—McCleery student

We are so grateful for the tutors!” 
—McCleery administrator

Charlie Brummet helping kids at the fall carnival

McCleery students excited about their new books
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I feel more comfortable  
talking English at work. 

Before I didn’t feel comfortable. 
Now, thanks to these classes, 
I feel I can do it.” 
—Marco, ELA student

ELA  

English Language Acquisition

At the beginning of 2019, we started 
a new partnership with Waubonsee 
Community College to offer free ELA 
(English Language Acquisition) classes 
to non-English speaking people in our 
neighborhood. Waubonsee trained the  
teachers and aides, and provided the 
curriculum and materials for class.

Waubonsee was looking to get more 
involved and build relationships with 
organizations in the community. We were 
blessed that they were looking when we 
were looking, too. We happily opened 
our doors and offered free ELA classes 
to the public on Tuesday and Thursday 
evenings in 2019. 

Last winter, 4 students attended. This 
summer, another 4 students came. This 
fall, the number went up to 6. Overall, 
we have provided ELA to 14 adults in 
our community. Many thanks to our 
dedicated ELA teachers and aides, all of 
whom are members of St. Mark’s.

St. Mark's  
Music Academy
The Music Academy was started in 2007 
as a place where students could receive 
private music lessons from degreed teachers 
in a welcoming, friendly, and supportive 
atmosphere, at an affordable rate. In addition 
to offering piano, voice, guitar, and clarinet, 
this year we added a composition class 
taught by Carol Hoepe. Students have the 
opportunity to play in at least two recitals 
a year and participate in the Illinois State 
Music Teachers Achievement in Music 
Program. 

It is so rewarding to see students improve 
their skills, artistry, and musical knowledge. 
Another thrill is seeing young students 
wanting to share their talents with us in 
worship, as they did this Christmas Eve. 
Recently a former student home on leave 
from the military stopped by to practice 
Chopin and Debussy. One former student 
is now a college professor, another teaches 
music in a local school district, and another 
is a professional musician. It does take a 
village, and we are a part of that village. 
Thank you, St. Mark’s, for opening up 
these walls as an outreach to many budding 
musicians.

Latest addition to 
St. Mark’s music facilities:  

2 new-to-us pianos

St. Mark’s Music Academy has impacted 
our boys in many ways. They have 

developed skills to read music and have 
learned music theory. Their appreciation 
and love for music has grown into other 
instruments, and the skills and knowledge 
they’ve acquired have helped them succeed 
in their school and church music programs.” 
—Amy & Jeff Nordell
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Interfaith 
Food Pantry
St. Mark’s continues to support 
the Aurora Interfaith Food Pantry 
in their mission to distribute over 
6 million tons of food yearly to 
thousands of hungry neighbors. 
An average of 14 folks from 
St. Mark’s gather on the fourth 
Monday of each month to stock 
shelves for Tuesday’s distribution. 
As Eddie Galvan, director of the 
distribution, says, “Our mission 
cannot be achieved without the 
support of our volunteers.” It only 
takes about an hour to complete 
this work if there is a full crew. 
It is a wonderful opportunity to 
support the mission to help those 
struggling with food insecurity. . . 
a problem that is all too real to so 
many in our community.

The Bread Wrappers
The Bread Wrappers volunteer their time to put 
smiles on senior faces and let them know they are 
still important. On Tuesday evenings, two Paneras 
plus Jake’s Bagels donate their products for this 
ministry. On Wednesdays, the group packages the 
products and delivers them to Downer’s Place of 
LSSI and to Constitution House. People are waiting!  
Everyone going in or out of the building stops to say 
“thanks” or “bless you.” They tell us how much they 
enjoy what we bring and how much it varies their 
food choices. It is truly wonderful to see an ordinary 
Wednesday morning become a blessing to these 
seniors because we Share Christ’s Abundant Love.

PADS & 
Hesed House
 

St. Mark’s is well known at Hesed House. Our 
congregation has been involved for decades, 
serving dinner on bi-monthly Saturday nights at 
PADS, which is in the Hesed House building. In 
addition, this fall we collected school supplies 
for the children, and at Christmas—thanks to 
Lydia’s Piecemakers, Hope Circle, the Adult 
Fellowship group, and The Bread Wrappers—
we were able to give 53 generously stuffed 
stockings and dozens of toys and games. One 
of the nicest things about serving at PADS is 
getting to know the people living there. They 
are always very grateful for the meal. Serving at 
PADS is great way of being the hands and feet 
of Christ. We go to PADS to be of help to our 
brothers and sisters, but when we leave, we are 
the ones who feel blessed.

Once you go to PADS to help serve 
dinner, you want to go back. We at  

St. Mark’s are called to be the support system 
for these people who have no place else to go 
to get back on their feet.”—Al Bergh

The Bread Wrappers, as featured in the  
November 2019 LSSI newsletter 

school supplies & backpacks  
collected for Hesed House
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World Hunger (ELCA Good Gifts)(
For the 2019 Lenten offering, St. Mark’s Sunday School kids, FDL students, and the CDC 
preschool raised money to purchase fruit-tree seedlings through ELCA Good Gifts. We 
wanted to show even our youngest believers that EVERYONE can 

make a difference, and we encouraged 
parents to allow their kids to do a few 
extra chores around the house to earn some 
money for the offering. We were able to 
raise $486, which was enough to purchase 
almost 48 trees! These seedlings include 
special varieties of fruit trees—such as 
mango, orange and guava—known to 
thrive in the driest of conditions. These low-maintenance trees both 
protect the soil from erosion and provide nutritious fruit for the 

whole family. 

Growing Hope Globally

This year’s 
Harvest Day 
was held at the 
Sandwich Fair 
Grounds, and 
the highlight of 
the day was the 
afternoon pie 
auction. The two 
apple pies donated 

by St. Mark’s people brought in $500! Bob and 
Nancy Mulford helped serve lunch, as they 
have done faithfully for 15 years. Thanks to 
the generous attendees, almost $12,000 was 
raised through a free-will offering for lunch, 
the pie auction, a beef raffle, a toy raffle, and 
the sales of soy candles and apple cider donuts. 
This year’s funds were designated to a project in 
Nicaragua Carazo Diriamba to help access safe 
water, diversify organic farming, create seed 
banks, and plan learning exchanges. 

48
fruit-tree 
seedlings

$1015
for 

irrigation

For our 2019 Father’s Day Outreach project, we directed our gifts 
to irrigation canal projects, through ELCA Good Gifts. Many 
farmers around the world rely on rain water to nourish their 
crops. But when rain does not fall, drought can cause an entire 
community to face hunger. An irrigation canal, piped directly 
to remote villages and fields, along with ongoing training and 
maintenance, can help ensure that there is enough to eat, even 
during the most challenging seasons. Thanks to the generosity 
of St. Mark’s people, we were able to send over $1000 dollars to 
support these vital canals. 

Coffee Project

Thanks to a few dedicated 
volunteers, the Coffee Project 
Team has been selling coffee 
and chocolate bars at St. Mark’s 
for 20 years. In recognition of 
that milestone, in 2019 they 
raffled off a bag of coffee and 
a chocolate bar each month of 
the year. All their products are 
sourced from Equal Exchange, 
a fair-trade coffee importer 
and roaster in Massachusetts. 
Purchases help support 40 

small farmer co-ops in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
Offering them a fair price, often above market, enables 
them to send their children to school and support their 
communities. Being part of a co-op gives them the 
ability to own and control their production and learn 
through trainings and farmer exchanges. As one farmer 
shared, “You learn to value yourself. You learn about 
participation.”
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Coffee Project sales 
in the narthex

Nicaragua Carazo 
Diriamba project

young boy with 
fruit-tree seedling



41
girls

enabled to 
attend school

$1264
to support 
women’s 

businesses

"send a girl  
to school"
Our 2019 Mother’s Day Outreach 
Project was to “send a girl 
to school.” Through ELCA’s 
Good Gifts program, every $40 
contributed paid for school fees 
and uniforms for one girl for a 
year. Our gifts totaling $1660 will 
make such a difference for 41 girls! 
Many girls in poorer countries stay 
home to help their families by caring for younger siblings and 
gathering water, and others simply cannot afford even modest 
school fees and uniforms. By paying the cost of educating, we 
not only increase each girl’s earning potential and contribution 
to her family, but we are helping her become a powerful agent 
for change.

young girls attending school

microloans for women
This year we dedicated our Lenten offering to support ELCA’s 
Good Gifts microloan program that helps women start a 
business. When a woman in a poor country has a dream—and the 
leadership skills—to start a small business, she faces a daunting 
task. With little savings or access to credit, it can be hard to 
get started. An ELCA microloan helps create a steady source of 
income in multiple types of businesses, such as weaving, baking, 
jewelry making, pottery making, or sewing. As each woman 
repays the loan, the funds are 
reinvested in a cooperative so 
that the cycle of giving continues 
to grow. Our offering of $1264 
is a valuable contribution to the 
power of each woman to raise her 
family out of poverty.

women in a jewelry-making business
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The world is facing the biggest refugee crisis 
in history. Currently, 68 million people are 
displaced. 25.8 million of those individuals 
are classified as refugees. While America for 
years has been a champion in welcoming, 
receiving, and acclimating refugees, in this 
past year we have seen the lowest number of 
refugees allowed: 18,000. As a reference, ten  
years ago, the U.S. let in 80,000 refugees. 

In 2019, our congregation engaged in much 
discussion around the refugee crisis. We did 
not hide from the reality, and we discerned 
together how God is calling us to respond to 
this crisis. 

Through Adult Study, we learned about 
what Scripture has to say about refugees and 
immigrants. 

World Relief came and spoke to the 
congregation on World Relief Day in June. 
We listened to real stories of refugees 
whom World Relief has resettled. At a panel 
discussion, we enjoyed a catered lunch 
by Urban Table, which is a company that 

creates opportunities for refugees to share 
their ethnic food with other people and 
organizations. 

We learned about the history of the U.S. and 
welcoming refugees. We learned about the 
process an individual must go through to 
even be considered to resettle. We learned 
that the average refugee waits 17 years before 
being resettled. 

This year, St. Mark’s became educated. We 
became aware. And we will continue to be a 
congregation who does not shy away from 
the tough issues facing our world. 

Refugees

It’s through congregations like yours 
that I know we are going to be OK. 

It’s hard, but I feel the support from people 
like you.”—Al, a refugee resettled by World 
Relief who spoke during the refugee panel 
discussion at St. Mark’s on World Refugee 
Day
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St. Mark's property 
maintenance
Keeping our facility in good working order is a 
huge job, especially since part of it is 60 years 
old! This year our Property Team developed 
a five-year strategy plan to address our most 
pressing property needs. The plan calls for:

◊	 replacing the boiler 
◊	 resolving the basement flooding issues 
◊	 regrading the central courtyard to 

address drainage issues
◊	 repairing the exterior brick façade
◊	 repaving the parking lot
◊	 replacing the 30+ year old chiller

In 2019, we tackled the first two items on 
the list. One of the most important projects 
was replacing our 30-year-old boiler. Heat is 
critical, and if our boiler went out, we’d have 
to close our doors! When Brett Dieter heard 
that a new boiler would cost $30,000, he 
presented the congregation with a matching 
challenge: He would match, dollar-for-
dollar, every donation up to $10,000.Thanks 
to Brett’s generous gift and our faithful 
congregation, we were able to install a new 
boiler system in the spring. 

The second major project was resolving our 
Lower Level flooding issues. We thought 
the issues had been resolved in 2018, but 
serious flooding in the spring caused a lot 
damage (for which, fortunately, we received 
the maximum $10,000 insurance settlement). 
Back to the drawing board . . .

We had video-camera scoping done of the 
drain tiles around the building and sump 

pump lines, but no major problems were 
found. We added additional drain pipes and 
downspouts to carry rain water away from 
the building. We had our flat roof repaired 
from damage caused by ice dams. In May, a 
team of over 20 St. Mark’s members helped 
remove the inner courtyard brick wall, as a 
prelude to regrading, to give us better water 
drainage. But it still was not enough to stop 
water from coming in!

courtyard wall demolition in progress

Al Lettow and Brett Deiter welcoming  
one of the new boilers
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part of the crew on “God’s Work, Our Hands” 
day painting the CDC

more of the CDC painting crew

The “big” answer to our flooding problems 
surfaced this summer when we discovered 
that the lift station pumps, which carry rain 
water to the city system, were no longer 
working. So instead of water getting pumped 
out into the city pipes, it was coming 
back inside. It took some major digging to 
install new lift station pumps and floats, 
but—thankfully!—we have had no flooding 
issues since. Once we can regrade the inner 
courtyard, we believe this project will finally 
be complete.

Our Facility Manager, Al Lettow, has had a 
lot on his plate in 2019! In addition to these 
major projects, some of the other important 
work completed this year included:

◊	 Replacing the thermostats in the 
Education Wing

◊	 Continuous patching of our parking lot
◊	 Keeping on top of snow removal (both 

contracted and volunteer)
◊	 Getting annual inspections on the 

sprinkler, fire extinguishers, backflow 
water system, termites, boilers, and 
elevator

◊	 Getting the parking lot lights repaired
◊	 Washing all the windows (twice a year)
◊	 Installing a new air conditioning control 

panel for the office and Education Wing
◊	 Installing new lights with LED ballasts 

and bulbs in the narthex 

CDC property 
maintenance
Our Facility Manager is also responsible 
for repairs and maintenance at the Child 
Development Center. In addition to regular 
maintenance and repairs, this year’s work 
included:

◊	 Painting all the classrooms (our “God’s 
Work, Our Hands” project this fall)

◊	 Getting a new flat roof installed
◊	 Stripping and waxing the tile floors
◊	 Cleaning the carpets
◊	 Roto-tilling the playground mulch
◊	 Installing a new basement door
◊	 Refilling all the sand boxes
◊	 Lead-testing all the water supplies
◊	 Keeping the buses in good working order
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office support
The administrative office at  
St. Mark’s is a busy place, and often 
the first point of entry for members 
and visitors. Linking people to the 
appropriate pastor, staff, Council 
member, team leader, or volunteers 
often starts with a question to the 
administrative office via a phone 
call, email, or in person, at the office 
window. Situations such as asking for 
information about church events, a 
new ministry opportunity, weddings, 
baptisms, funerals, childcare, a prayer 
request, notifying the church of a 
hospitalized family member, looking 
for a lost baptism record, cell phone, 
jewelry, music books, etc. is all in a 
day’s work in this office. 

Office personnel also keep church 
member records; prepare bulletins 
for worship, weddings, and funerals; 
coordinate volunteers to print and 
collate the bulletins; order office 
supplies; sort and deliver mail 

and packages to staff and various 
ministries; and schedule meetings and 
events.

In 2019, we implemented a new, more 
user-friendly website master calendar 
to better communicate our monthly 
schedule at St. Mark’s.  

We also encouraged people to receive 
their monthly Vineyard via email, 
download it from our website, or pick 
up at the Welcome Center in order to 
be green and save on usage of paper 
and ink, as well as save money on 
postage. (Thank you to Bob and Sheila 
Johnson and Sandy Brummet for the 
many years of volunteering to prepare 
the monthly Vineyard mailings!)

Also new this year, volunteers Debby 
Reinking and Sheryl Campen are 
now recording individual attendance 
records into the church database to 
help pastors be aware of attendance 
trends.

stewardship 
support

“Decades Of Dedication” is a statement of St. Mark’s 
mission and ministry over these almost 60 years. And it has 
happened because of the gifts of time, talent, and treasure 
of many faithful disciples. 

Because of your response, St. Mark’s is living out our five 
Vision Priorities in incredible ways.

Our “6 for 60” campaign this fall was very successful. 
Because of your generosity, we have a strong financial 
footing in the calling of a new Senior Pastor; in 
maintaining our physical facility as a place where mission 
and ministry begins, continues, and is strengthened; and in 
providing solid support for all the programmatic ways to 
reach out to the community. Your “20/20” vision provides a 
model of faith and discipleship.
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St. Mark’s Endowment Fund continues to grow, 
providing support for opportunities to Share Christ’s 
Abundant Love. Through legacy gifts, contributions 
and memorials, the Fund was developed in 2016 and 
invested with the ELCA Foundation. 

In 2019, the fund received $6,750 in gifts. This year 
the Council asked the Endowment Fund Committee 
to be responsible for administering the Memorial 
Unspecified Account. A number of improvements were 
provided: equipment and software for the church’s 
communications, new altar candles, supply binders 
for the Health & Wellness Ministry, new projector in 
Sanctuary Hall, and anticipated replacement of a third 
of the acolyte robes

The Endowment Fund continues to grow as the 
interest gained is re-invested into the principal 
thus providing a strong and faithful witness. One 
opportunity for St. Mark’s disciples to ensure the 
Fund’s continued growth is to name St. Mark’s in your 
estate plan to make a legacy gift that will carry on the 
vision of the congregation.

endowment 
support

This congregation continues to step up to the 
challenge and answer the call to live out our 
mission in the world. As our staff was reflecting 
on this past year, we collectively felt so blessed to 
work and serve alongside such faithful, generous, 
and dedicated people. We are truly a congregation 
of saints. We are a congregation of young and old 
committed to loving God and loving neighbor. 

Despite the numerous transitions we faced in 2019, we cannot help but feel excited and 
in awe about the ministry we accomplished together over these 12 months. God is alive 
and active within and through our church. What a year it was. Despite the uncertainty 
of losing our Senior Pastor of 20-some years, we did not waiver in our mission to Share 
Christ’s Abundant Love with each other and the world. Thank you, St. Mark’s, for all you 
did this past year and all you continue to do in the name of our risen Lord, Jesus. We 
are a church centered on Christ, and we will continue to be in 2020 and beyond.
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1960	
Mission Developer Pastor  Joe Hulterstrum 

began neighborhood canvassing
September	
11,	1960 
first  
worship 
service  
held at the  
YMCA

December	25,	1960  
first worship service in new church (now 

the Community Room and Nursery)

1969	
Pastor Gerald Rygh called as Senior Pastor

1970 
Ground 

breaking 
for new 

sanctuary 
(now 

Sanctuary 
Hall)

1991 
dedication of Education Wing

1991 
ground 
breaking 
for Child 
Development 
Center

1994 
Pastor 
Wayne 
Miller 
called 

1996 
Pastor 
Patricia 
Geiseman  
called as 
Associate 
Pastor

2006 
construction 

of present 
sanctuary; 

Martin 
Ott organ 
installed

2007 
Pastor Miller elected Bishop of  
Metropolitan Chicago Synod

2009 
Pastor Geiseman called as Senior Pastor

2014 
dedication of the Columbarium 

2016  
Visioning 
Process &  
Capital 
Campaign 
begun

2018 
Pastor 

Patrick Fish 
called as 

Associate 
Pastor

60th HISTORICAL TIMELINE

2019 
Pastor 
Geiseman 
retired
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St. Mark's  
Vision Priorities
PRIORITY 1 
Communicate effectively in ways that inform  
and engage members of the congregation and  
the surrounding community in faith formation  
and in the life and ministry of the church.

PRIORITY 2 
Strengthen relationships and build community  
so that people feel cared for, supported and 
nurtured as disciples and followers of Jesus.

PRIORITY 3 
Be a community leader to help churches and 
other organizations work together effectively and 
efficiently to make a difference in issues facing our 
community.

PRIORITY 4 
Engage youth and their families (in the church 
and in the community) in ways that strengthen 
relationships and promote stability in family life.

PRIORITY 5 
Care for the poor and marginalized in order to 
alleviate short-term struggles and also build capacity 
for long-term change.

St. Mark’s Lutheran Church  27 S Edgelawn Dr, Aurora, IL 60506  630-897-6891  StMarksAurora.net 


