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From Sister Val ...
Dear Friends,

Benedictines follow Saint 
Benedict’s Rule for Monastics, 
written over 1500 years ago as a 
set of guidelines for people who 
want to live together in peace. 
I’m always amazed by how 
true and accurate the Rule is. 
Its wisdom doesn’t apply just to 
the monastery, but also to our 
soup kitchen and food pantry, 
where we, too, are day-by-day, 
practicing community life. 

This issue of The Companion 
focuses on a topic that Saint 
Benedict knew well: the old and 
the young. He noted in Chapter 
37 of the Rule that “human nature is itself inclined toward mercy for [the young and 
the old]. … Let their weakness always be taken into account, and let them be treated 
with loving consideration.” At Emmaus, we see people at all points on the journey 
through life, from newborn babies to very elderly. All of them come to our doors 
seeking the basics in life: a decent meal and groceries, of course, but also diapers and 
warm clothes, and people to welcome and care about them. Other guests, staff, and 
volunteers cheer on babies’ first steps and children’s finished homework assignments. 
And guests who are reaching their later years know they can expect a volunteer to 
sneak them a little extra food or sit with them a little longer, talking about the stories 
that shaped them, reflecting on the way things have changed over the years. 

Childhood, with all its vulnerability, can be a frightening and dangerous time. Old 
age, too, is especially vulnerable, and loneliness and pain are always close at hand. 
But in this issue, you will read about the ways that Emmaus offers special mercy and 
consideration to the young and the old alike. You’ll read about the generosity of Barb 
and Tom Ehrensberger, who have used their Emmaus connection to keep hundreds, 
if not thousands, of babies clean and dry. You’ll get a glimpse of the lives of some of 
the senior citizens dining at the soup kitchen and the dreams of some of the children 
eating in the family room. You will hear about Melissa, a woman in her twenties 
who just finished a year of service with us, and you’ll learn about our beloved Sister 
Rosanne and Sister Lucia, who are over ninety years old, but far from finished with 
their lifelong ministry to the poor.

Benedict teaches us that we must provide love and tenderness to everyone we 
encounter. Your support helps make that possible at Emmaus.						    

						      In peace,

Sister Valerie Luckey, Director of Emmaus (center)
with retired longtime Emmaus staff members

Sister Rosanne Lindal-Hynes (left)
and Sister Lucia Surmik (right).



  		 .

Her ministries over the years included being a preschool Montessori teacher, 
bringing out the talents and abilities of the very littlest students; and being a hospice 
chaplain for AIDS patients, offering dignity and compassion to people who much of 
society had rejected at the end of their lives. But she was best known for her work 
at Emmaus, which started when the soup kitchen opened in 1974. She later took on 
the role of Women’s Advocate, working magic to help women make ends meet each 
month. She found mattresses and appliances and everything needed to furnish 
apartments for families as they moved, she called gas and electric companies to 
negotiate over late fees, and she listened to women who spent much of their time being 
ignored. Whether she was serving meals, greeting people at the door, or cleaning up 
at the end of a shift, she was radiating both a sense of authority and an immense love. 

Now that she is 90, she looks forward to setting her own schedule for the first time 
in her life. But she doesn’t expect to be a stranger at the soup kitchen. She has too 
many friends there—guests, volunteers, and staff alike.

Emmaus Nurtures Family Ties
by Liz Allen

Bass, 63, a street preacher, looks up to his friend Frank as he would a favorite uncle 
or a revered grandfather, even though the two are only 14 years apart.

That’s because Frank treats all Emmaus Soup Kitchen guests as though they are 
kin. He knows that family bonds are important but that they can become frayed or 
broken, especially when you live far from home and are getting on in years.

The Emmaus staff regards Frank, 77, as the wise elder among soup kitchen guests. 
He introduces himself to newcomers, strikes up conversations with regulars such as 
Bass and befriends staff and volunteers.

Unlike many guests, Frank has stable housing, living about eight blocks south 
of the soup kitchen. But he visits the Erie City Mission during the day and eats his 
evening meals at the soup kitchen because both places allow him to socialize. “That’s 
what keeps me sober,” he explained. (Continued)

Across the AgesAcross the Ages
Sister Rosanne Retires from Emmaus

by Jacqueline Sanchez-Small, OSB
When most of us picture ourselves at 90 years 

old, we imagine wheelchairs, bingo games, and 
well-deserved naps. But Sister Rosanne Lindal-
Hynes, OSB, who turned 90 in March, is defying 
expectations. Her formal ministry as Emmaus’ 
Women’s Advocate came to an end this spring, 
after more than 50 years on staff, but she was 
serving dinner at the soup kitchen just two days 
after her supposed “last day of work.” She had 
transitioned, as so many retirees from Erie do, to 
volunteering at Emmaus.

There’s no way for Sister Rosanne to put down 
her commitment to the poor. Her daily walk 
around the city keeps her in close contact with 
many of Erie’s most downtrodden people, who are 
pushing their babies in strollers to appointments, 
or resting on a bench in the town square. “Sister 

Rosanne is my best friend,” one young man said after she spoke with him. 
Born in Oil City during the Great Depression, Rosanne grew up learning from her 

Aunt Kate, who was known throughout the area for making food for the transient men 
who would come to her door. When people asked her why she wasn’t scared to be at 
home alone with these strangers while her husband was at work, Aunt Kate just said, 
“I’m only afraid I might miss the Lord.” Rosanne inherited that same belief: Christ is 
present in the ordinary, even the off-putting, people in our midst, and it’s our job to be 
reverent and generous to all of them. “Whenever I see a poor person, I always think, 
that could be my brother, or my sister,” Sister Rosanne said. (Continued)

Liz Allen listens to Frank’s story over dinner.

Top: Sister Rosanne embraces a child. Bottom left: 
Sister Santa celebrates the holidays, having organized 

Christmas gifts for families for many years.
Bottom right: Sister Rosanne celebrates her 90th with 

staff member Jacqueline Sanchez-Small, OSB.



Across the Ages
For decades, he struggled with alcoholism. Following a daily routine and making 

friends at the Mission and Emmaus keep him on the right path. Otherwise, he said, 
he could react to “one little bad word and go right back to drinking.”

Born in Philadelphia, Miss., Frank is the third-to-last of 14 children; only four 
siblings are still alive. He didn’t finish school because he was expected to join his 
brothers and sisters to pick cotton on his parents’ 35-acre farm.

Eventually, he moved to Erie, where he often worked two jobs at a time. Years ago, 
demand for factory workers was such that he could walk down 12th Street and easily 
find a new job as a welder, if his old job ended, he said.

Bass, who is from Shaw, Mississippi, said Frank is like an older relative to him but 
Frank’s also a grandfather in real life – to three adults, all with college degrees and 
good jobs. Frank taught them that “if you want something, work for it. You’ll come 
out better by working.”

Dean, an Emmaus guest who is the father of three girls, wishes he had the 
resources to handle a job and raise his kids, whose mother is mostly absent from 
their lives. They tend to come to the family room at the soup kitchen toward month’s 
end, when money and food benefits are tight.

Recently, the kids rode their bikes to Emmaus while Dean walked alongside 
them. He used to qualify for 20 bus rides a month under a county program; now he is 
limited to 20 rides over three months, he said.

The girls think it’s fun to ride bikes to Emmaus. “It’s exercise!” said the seven-year-
old. “It goes fast and it’s exercise and we don’t have to walk,” added the nine-year-old. 

Currently, the family lives with Dean’s cousin, although he said that is not 
sustainable. There are other challenges. His 12-year-old daughter was recently 
diagnosed with special needs, and transferred out of public school into a more 
supportive educational institution.

Dean said he appreciates the maternal affection that his girls receive from family 
room staff and volunteers. And despite their hardships, the family bubbles over with 
cheerfulness.

With a dimpled grin, the nine-year-old talked about her life. Her favorite classes 
are math and recess. She spins dreams about traveling someday and becoming a 
doctor. “I like to help people,” she said.

And in just a few weeks, she will celebrate her birthday with a party at the splash 
pad at Bayview Park. She already picked out the theme: cotton candy.

Keeping Kids Happy and Dry
by Liz Allen

More than a dozen years ago, stinging words from small-minded people prompted 
Barb and Tom Ehrensberger to help little ones and their moms in a big way at Emmaus.

In an Oct. 8, 2013, Erie Times-News story, Gerry Weiss wrote about the efforts of social 
service agencies to help poor women who couldn’t afford disposable diapers.

In the story, Sister Mary Miller, then director of Emmaus Ministries, said that the 
last diaper donations to Emmaus had been the previous year, when Second Harvest 
Food Bank delivered 216 cases over four weeks. “It was a rare donation from Huggies. 
We haven’t had any since then,” Sister Mary said. “As you might expect, when we get 
diapers, they don’t last long. They fly off the shelves.”

A newspaper column later 
reported that the Weiss story 
prompted a “deluge of letters 
to the editor; many asked why 
the needy moms couldn’t just 
use cloth diapers.” The letters 
ignored the fact that many poor 
people don’t own washers and 
dryers and that coin laundries 
are expensive. The letter-writers 
also didn’t understand that child- 
care centers require parents to use 
disposable diapers, for health and 
sanitation reasons.

“Oh, dear Lord. Kids should not 
be sitting in wet diapers,” Barb thought after she read those letters. “How small can you 
be to begrudge a child a diaper?” She and Tom ordered boxes of diapers to donate to 
Emmaus. They then committed to making their donations ongoing. “We told Sister 
Mary Miller that we’d like to keep doing it,” Barb said. Instead of ordering online, 
they switched to Sam’s Club. Once a month, they’d call Sister Rosanne Lindal-Hynes, 
Women’s Advocate, to check on what she needed—diaper sizes, wipes and toilet paper. 
“We’d get whatever she asked for,” Barb said. “It just felt like God put it on our hearts.”

Store clerks and store shoppers wonder why Tom, 80, and Barb, who will turn 78 
in August, are buying “six big boxes of diapers and two or three boxes of wipes,” Barb 
said with a laugh. Those aren’t for us, they explain, or for their grandchildren – Ben, 17, 
and Cate, 14, in Richmond, Va., or Amelia, 16, and Garrett, 13, in Buffalo. They are for 
babies in need.

Sister Rosanne, now retired, is grateful for how the Ehrenbergers responded to the 
“dire need” for mothers and children who are guests at Emmaus. Barb and Tom, in 
turn, are thankful for the opportunity to help and encourage others to do the same. 
They enjoy visiting Emmaus because of the “upbeat and positive mood” they always 
encounter, she said. Their steady donations to Emmaus also make them reflective. 
“What we’re doing is just peanuts to what the world needs,” she said.

Across the Ages

Sister Valerie Luckey, Director (center)
with Tom and Barb Ehrensberger

A note from a child in the family room



For the Record For the Record
Peacemaking, Young and Old:

How Two Members of the Emmaus Family Strive to be Peacemakers
The young and the old don’t 

just deserve special compassion; 
they also hold special gifts. 
Melissa Pfeifer, 28, who ended a 
year of service with Emmaus last 
month, and Sister Lucia Surmik, 
93, who retired from Emmaus 
in 2020, each offer energy and 
passion that enrich the whole 
community.

“Melissa was willing to 
try anything and help in any 
capacity to make Emmaus more 
beautiful,” said Emmaus staff 
member Tom Hoffman. “I was 
grateful to have the chance to 
work closely with her and am 
positive that her generous spirit 

will help bring peace to anything she does after her year with us.”
Melissa came to Emmaus as part of the first cohort of Benedictine Peacemakers, 

a yearlong monastic immersion experience offered by the Benedictine Sisters of 
Erie. Three seekers, all in their twenties, worked at Benedictine ministries and 
lived among the Sisters as they learned about community and about themselves. 
Melissa ministered at Emmaus, where no job—spackling a wall, waiting tables 
in the family room, or helping chop vegetables in the kitchen—was too big or 
too small. Children delighted in the brightness of her smile and the way that she 
would playfully throw them up in the air. An engineer by training, Melissa is 
aiming to walk a more contemplative path through life, and her next destination 
after her year in Erie was a long retreat at a Zen monastery. 

Sister Lucia knows what it means to follow that contemplative path for 
decades, staying open to hear God’s voice each day. That’s why, even in her 
supposed retirement after years of running the soup kitchen and food pantry, 
so much of what she does is still for others. If she learns that there is a planned 
protest or demonstration on issues of injustice, she’s already making her sign. 
If she reads about an opportunity to lobby for renewable energy, there she is, 
telling legislators the importance of environmental best practices. (Continued)

Save the Date!

At 93 years old, her desire to 
create a more loving world is as 
strong as it ever was, and she, like 
Melissa, is willing to try anything 
to help build it. “She is such 
an inspiration to me, because 
she shows that we can never be 
finished with trying to live the 
Gospel,” shared Emmaus staff 
member Jane Wagner.

Decades of life experience 
separate Melissa and Sister Lucia, 
but they share a generous spirit 
and love for God’s people.

Above: Melissa Pfeifer enjoys time in the family room at the soup kitchen.
Opposite: Sister Lucia Surmik offers her presence and support at a rally.
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They came
to know Christ
in the breaking
of the bread.

Luke 24:35
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We are grateful to family members who asked that memorials
be made to Emmaus in the names of their deceased loved ones:

Emmaus Ministries Remembers

Scott Matthew Heher
Darlene G. Jagodzinski

Mary Jane (Wallen) Martin
Vincent P. Orlando

Peter J. Ozimek
Matthew Christian Riazzi

Thomas F. Rutkowski
Richard G. Smith

For the Record
Out with the Old, In with the New at Emmaus Grove

Summertime means ripe 
tomatoes, crisp lettuce, and 
fresh herbs. At Emmaus Grove, 
work is well underway to ensure 
plenty of produce is ready for all 
to enjoy.

This year, old wooden raised 
beds are being replaced by 
sturdier, specially coated metal 
containers as seeds are sown and 
plant beds come back to life for a 
new growing season.

“Thanks to the generosity of 
Penn State Master Gardeners 
and other generous individuals 
we now have new containers 
that are designed for long-term 
vegetable growing,” shared 
Mike Bailey, Emmaus Grove co-
coordinator.

We can’t wait to taste the 
results!

William P. Bolash
Thomas J. Burke
Robert E. Carney
Mary Ann Dana

William “Bill” Gerard Dzuricky
Margaret D. Filipowski

Mary Kathleen (Gallagher) Gardner
Kenneth W. Gross

Left: Old and new raised
beds at Emmaus Grove


