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CCST Officers (2025-27): 

President:   

Deborah Auclair  

Immediate Past President:  

Nancy Thorpe 

1st Vice President:  

Vita Balsino 

2nd Vice Pres. & Membership Chair:  

Dianna Balsamo  

Treasurer:  

Nancy Thorpe 

Recording Secretary: 

Pat Lunsford  

Board Members at Large: 

Bonnie Alberts, Bernie Chuinard,  

Ann MacDonald, Liz McCandlish 

NCCS Conference Keynote, 

Dr. Ben Carson 
At the National Christ Child Society’s 

Annual Conference on September 12–13, 

2025, Dr. Ben Carson delivered a powerful 

keynote rooted in his own childhood story 

and the extraordinary influence of his 

mother. 

When Ben was in third grade, his life 

changed dramatically. His mother discovered that her husband, a 

minister, had another family. With no formal education and little 

support, she bravely left and moved Ben and his brother, Curtis, first 

to relatives in Massachusetts and then to Detroit, where she worked 

two jobs to keep them afloat.  

Continued on page 13 

Save the Date for Our 55th Anniversary 

Fundraiser Celebration 

Get ready for an unforgettable celebration! Our 2026 Annual Luau 

Fundraiser will mark 55 remarkable years of CCST serving children 

in Tucson, and we’re pulling out all the stops. 

Join us for a vibrant Hawaiian-inspired afternoon featuring an 

island-style buffet, live hula dancers, and an exciting lineup of live 

and silent auctions, plus fun raffles throughout the event. 

This special celebration will take place at The Highlands of Dove 

Mountain on Sunday, March 1, 2026, at 2:00 pm.  
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Opening day activities included  

• Visits to the DC Chapter’s Opportunity Shop, the 

National Mall, Smithsonian museums, and the Basil-

ica of the National Shrine. 

• Finance updates underscored the value of including 

CCS in estate planning and highlighted how even 

modest gifts can strengthen chapters for years to 

come. 

• A special novena booklet was introduced to support 

the canonization cause of our founder, Mary Virgin-

ia Merrick, with encouragement for chapters to help 

share her story. 

• Roundtable sessions grouped chapters by size to 

discuss effective strategies for membership growth, 

engagement, and retention. 

• Reported service projects engaged 450 members, 

generated more than 1,400 volunteer hours, served 

9,300 children and families, and welcomed 60 new 

members nationwide. 

 

 

Looking Ahead 

• The 2026 NCCS Conference will be held September 

10–12 in Dublin, Ohio. 

• The 2027 Conference is planned for the newly reno-

vated Bolger Center in Bethesda, Maryland. 

• The conference was a meaningful reminder of the 

strength of our Christ Child community—united in 

service and inspired by our mission.   

The NCCS Conference theme was “Be the Light”. Karen 

Znamenacek-Baker, Angela Schneider, and Deb Auclair 

represented CCST. 

Keynote speaker Dr. Ben Carson, Chairman of the 

American Cornerstone Institute, delivered a powerful 

address emphasizing the importance of faith, literacy, 

and community. Following his remarks, Dr. Carson 

and his wife, Candy, joined volunteers in assembling 

20 layettes for the Sisters of Life. Both expressed a 

heartfelt desire to continue supporting CCS and 

asked to be notified of future layette assembly events 

so they can participate again.   

Dr. Ben Carson Assembles Layettes!  

Katie Gantner, NCCS President, Moira Lynch , 

NCCS Executive Director, present the completed 

layettes to the Sisters of Life from NYC. 

Dr. Ben Carson and his wife Candy assemble layettes 

as  Kathy Thompson, NCCS Treasurer , looks on. 

National Christ Child Conference Highlights 



 3 

Christ Child Society of Tucson, December 2025 

Mary Virginia Merrick’s 11/02 Birthday Mass Intention 

The Christ Child Society founder, Mary Virginia 

Merrick, was born in Washington, D.C., on 

November 2, 1866. One of the Santa Catalina Mass 

intentions for November 2, 2025, was offered in her 

honor. During the Mass, Pastor, Fr. Huy Vu 

recognized her as a Servant of God.  

Canonization update from NCCS: Today, the 

“Archdiocesan” theological and historical phases are 

now nearing completion, after which her Cause will 

be sent to Rome for review by the Congregation for 

the Causes of Saints.  If their findings are favorable, 

the documentation will be presented to the Holy 

Father, who may then declare Mary Virginia Merrick 

“Venerable.” 

Mary Virginia was a pioneer in American Catholic 

social reform. At the age of 20, following a serious fall 

that left her paralyzed and confined to her bed or a 

wheelchair, she responded to God’s call to serve 

others. In 1887, she founded the Christ Child 

Society to provide care and assistance to needy 

infants, children, and families in the 

Washington, D.C. area. 

In 2011, Archbishop Donald Cardinal Wuerl of 

Washington issued a decree officially opening the 

diocesan investigation for her Cause for Beatification 

and Canonization.  

During her lifetime, Mary Virginia Merrick 

established 38 chapters of the Society. Today, more 

than 45 chapters across the United States continue her 

mission of love and service.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fr. Huy Vu and Karen Znamenacek-Baker 

celebrate the birthday of Mary Virginia Merrick 

at Santa Catalina Church on 11/2. 
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CCST's Angela Schneider is highlighted by Bishop Kicanas 

September 30, 2025 

My Brothers and Sisters in Christ Jesus, 

I will be meeting this week with Angela Schneider who serves with the Christ Child Society, a group of 

women who care for families and assist in the needs of mothers in raising their children. I am very grateful 

and proud for their ministry in our Diocese and many other places. They provide needy parents with what 

they need to care for their child providing Layettes of Love (valued at $120.00 which include handmade blan-

kets, clothes, towels, and even toys). They also have a program called Wings to help foster teens who have 

been displaced from their homes. They provide a draw string bag with essentials for these young people. An-

other program is literacy which includes a reading program and assistance to children at Santa Cruz, San Xa-

vier and 3 other schools. The ir literacy program assists kindergarten students through third grade. Through 

their ministry many are helped. If you would like to learn more email info@christchildtucson.org or call 585-

309-9064. 

Most Rev. Gerald F Kicanas 
Diocese of Tucson 

 St. Mark the Evangelist’s Council 

#13272 Donate to CCST again this 

year on September 19, 2025.  The  

Knights  of Colombus Council is 

known as Our Lady of the Rosary.  

Why Our Lady of the Rosary? 

Knights of Columbus councils 

often take the name Our Lady of 

the Rosary to honor Mary, who leads us closer to Je-

sus through the prayer of the Rosary. This title re-

minds us of Mary’s powerful intercession and her 

protective love for the Church, especially recalled in 

the victory at Lepanto. For the Knights, the Rosary 

is a cherished devotion that strengthens families, 

unites councils in prayer, and keeps their mission 

rooted in Christ. Choosing this name reflects a de-

sire to serve with Mary’s humility, courage, and 

deep faith.  

St. Mark the Evangelist’s Council #13272 Donate to CCST Donate to CCST 

on September 19, 2025 

Marcia Wells and her husband, Chris, flank 

Jesus Figueroa, Grand Knight. 

https://news.diocesetucson.org/
mailto:info@christchildtucson.org
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Santa Catalina Ministry Fair 

Faith In Action- A Thank You Shout Out to CCST 

Members who volunteered a the SCCC Ministry Fair  

A heartfelt thank you to all CCST members who 

volunteered  on November 8-9, 2025 at the SCCC 

Ministry Fair and helped make the event a success. 

This year, 42 ministries were on display, each 

showcasing the many ways they support the parish 

and the surrounding community. 

The fair’s success was made possible by the dedicated 

ministry volunteers who thoughtfully prepared their 

displays and engaged attendees, sharing the impact 

of their work. Following each Mass, parishioners 

filled the parish hall, visiting the displays, listening to 

volunteers’ experiences, and learning how we can 

each put our faith into action. The atmosphere was 

vibrant, and the conversations truly uplifting. 

CCST also contributed two raffle prizes. JoAnn 

Weston arranged the boys’ and girls’ layettes into two 

beautiful baskets, which were a highlight of the raffle. 

While CCST did not gain any new members directly 

from the fair, the chapter successfully raised its 

visibility within the parish, and parishioners 

generously contributed to our mission. 

Thank you once again for your support and for 

helping make the Ministry Fair a meaningful and 

successful event!  

Dianna Balsamo and Vita Balsino proudly show 

CCST’s raffle donations. 

CCST key programs, Layettes and Wings  Foster 

Teens on display at the SCCC Fair. 

CCST member, Ann MacDonald shares 

information about our organization with a 

parishioner.  

CCST Members, Marge Post, Marcia Wells and Fran 

Vicino, make a connection at the SCCC Fair. 
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United in Service Event: Honoring Mary Virginia Merrick Through 

Hands-On Giving 

Each November, Christ Child chapters across the 

nation participate in United-in-Service, the annual 

NCCS initiative dedicated to honoring our founder, 

Mary Virginia Merrick, during her birthday month. In 

keeping with her spirit of compassion and practical 

charity, chapters join together in meaningful acts of 

service that uplift children and families in need. 

This year, Christ Child Society of Tucson (CCST) was 

blessed to partner with the American Heritage Girls 

(AHG) for a vibrant and heartfelt United-in-Service 

project. On Saturday, September 20, 2025, AHG 

members and their leaders gathered with CCST 

volunteers at St. Mark the Evangelist Church in Oro 

Valley for a morning of creativity, fellowship, and 

generosity. 

Working side by side, the American Heritage Girls 

and CCST members assembled soft fleece blankets for 

homeless teens in Tucson—young people who will 

feel a bit more warmth and comfort thanks to their 

efforts. They also crafted Christmas ornament tags for 

the parish Giving Tree, which will be displayed at Our 

Lady of the Desert. These tags will invite parishioners 

to sponsor a child in need this Christmas, ensuring 

that more young hearts feel the joy of being 

remembered. 

A highlight of the day was Angela Schneider teaching 

the girls how to sew. She provided a pattern and step-

by-step directions for making burp cloths, and the 

sewing machines were busy all morning as she guided 

the next generation of seamstresses. Thanks to 

Angela’s patient instruction, the girls gained new 

skills while contributing tangible gifts to children in 

need—a perfect example of hands-on learning and 

service combined.  

The collaboration between CCST and the American 

Heritage Girls beautifully reflected Mary Virginia 

Merrick’s vision: people of all ages united in faith, 

compassion, and service. Together, they lived out her 

belief that “nothing is ever too much to do for a child.”   

The American Heritage Girls, their leaders and CCST members proudly display completed fleece blankets and 

Christmas ornament tags for the Giving Tree. 

Angela Schneider teaches AHG to sew and they really 

enjoyed learning how to make burp cloths!.  Who knows 

… they could be future CCS members and seamstresses! 
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Layettes  

Santa Catalina Catholic Church 

hosted a highly successful 

Layette of Love collection the 

weekend of September 20–21, 

2025. Parishioners responded 

with overwhelming generosity. 

The layette items donated were 

not only beautiful in quality but 

truly remarkable in quantity. 

Their kindness reflects the heart 

of our mission—challenging 

poverty, one child at a time. 

Time and again, the Santa 

Catalina community shows 

extraordinary compassion, 

offering hope and comfort to 

children and families who need 

it most. We are deeply grateful 

to Santa Catalina for their 

unwavering support and their 

commitment to serving our 

wider community.  

We also acknowledge the St. 

Cyril’s Knights of Columbus, 

who generously deliver diapers 

and layettes to our storage 

unit—an essential part of 

keeping this ministry running 

smoothly. 

Ave Maria Council 9380 (the 

Knights of Columbus group at 

St. Cyril of Alexandria Parish in 

Tucson): Address: 4725 E. Pima 

Street, Tucson, AZ 85712   

St. Cyril's Knights of Columbus proudly display their donations of 

diapers and layettes. 

Vita Balsamo is flanked by St. Cyril's Knights of Columbus  in  our 

storage unit. 

St. Cyril's Knights of Columbus not only obtained the donations, but 

deliver them directly to our Layettes storage unit.  

Layette of Love Brings Hope to Families in Need 
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Layettes - Dianna Balsamo 

A special thank-you goes to Dianna Balsamo, 

Layette Committee Chair, for her faithful 

leadership. She extends her heartfelt appreciation 

to her dedicated committee members: Vita 

Balsamo (co-chair), Marcia Wells, Fran Vicino, 

and Eileen Geraghty. Their hard work makes 

every layette collection possible.  

Layettes have been very blessed with donations 

from Creative Giving at SaddleBrooke Ranch, as 

well as 5 area Churches, St Cyril, St Ambrose , Our 

Lady of the Dessert, St. Mark the Evangelist and 

Santa Catalina Catholic Churches.   

We are so thankful for their generosity.   

Recent layette deliveries included: 

• Northwest Hospital  

• Aviva  

• New Life Pregnancy Center  

• Pio Decimo  

Through every donation, delivery, and act of 

service, the Layette of Love continues to embody 

compassion in action. Together, we bring dignity, 

warmth, and love to the youngest among us.  

Cathy  from Northwest Hospital October 20, 2025 re-

ceives a delivery. 

Delivery to Anna Lisa at the New Life Pregnancy Cntr. Delivery to Brianna at Pio Decimo. 

Ciara at Aviva on October 28th receives a delivery. 
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A Beautiful Exchange: Saint Ambrose School Supports CCST with a 

Layette of Love  

Dr Ana Sanguineti, Angela Schneider 

proudly stand beside the SAS students 

who come bearing gifts. 

SAS students not only donated the 

gifts they helped load the cars for 

delivery to children in need. 

SAS students proudly display the 

donations they made. 

The Literacy Committee has been hard at work preparing books for 

the children in the five elementary schools Santa will visit this 

Christmas. Each child in the selected age group will be able to 

choose two books to take home, along with their toy-filled 

stockings—special Christmas gifts from CCST made possible by 

our generous donors. 

The Literacy Committee has also provided funds to these schools to 

replenish their book-vending machines for the new year. Our work 

in the library at Our Mother of Sorrows Elementary School will 

continue in 2026. 

If you’re interested in volunteering or becoming part of our literacy 

efforts, please contact Nancy at (520) 256-9576.   

Literacy - Nancy Thorpe 

Earlier this year, the Christ Child Society of Tucson (CCST) gifted 

Saint Ambrose Catholic School a book vending machine, bringing 

the joy of reading to its students. This October, that generosity came 

full circle as the school gave back to CCST by sponsoring its own 

Layette of Love. 

Marji Gonsowski, Saint Ambrose’s Director of Religious Education, 

has been delighted with the success of the book vending machine 

and took the lead in organizing the school’s layette collection. Angela 

Schneider, a CCST volunteer, received the gifts gathered by the Saint 

Ambrose students and shared her gratitude: 

“Our chapter was over the moon with the amazing donation your 

students collected for Christ Child. Our layette co-chair estimated 

the in-kind gift at over $2,700. Your students are truly wonderful. 

I’m so grateful you invited me to the Mass—it was very special and 

warmed my heart. I wish more people could have experienced it. 

Please let the students know how thankful we are and that their 

collection will help so many moms and babies in need. These 

donations mean so much and allow us to serve even more.” 

The school’s thoughtful participation reflects the spirit of giving and 

community that the Christ Child Society works to foster. Special 

Masses were celebrated for the students, honoring their generosity 

and involvement. The donations—and the event itself—will make a 

lasting difference in the lives of the families served by CCST.  
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Wings Foster Teen Bag Program - Ann MacDonald 

Continuing a holiday tradition, CCST once 

again provided holiday gifts for the “Holiday 

Shoppe” at Children’s Advocacy Center of 

Southern Arizona, Tucson (CAC).  Based on 

Advocacy Director Renee Hartje’s wish list, we 

were able to provide beginning reader books, 

strings of mini lights, fidget toys, headphones, 

earbuds, and gift cards to local restaurants.  

Renee and CAC staff will take these items (as 

well as contributions from many local 

businesses) and set up a “Holiday Shoppe” in 

their conference room.  Families will be invited 

to shop for their children and enjoy some 

holiday cheer!   

The Children’s Advocacy Center of Southern 

Arizona has served more than 25,000 children 

since its inception in 1996. Its mission is to 

“provide a safe, compassionate, healing 

environment for children who have been a 

victim or witness to a crime.” CCST is honored 

to support CAC’s deep commitment to 

safeguarding the welfare of Southern Arizona’s 

youth.    

Ann MacDonald delivers gifts to Children’s 

Advocacy Center on November 14th so they can prepare 

for their annual Holiday Shoppe! 

Mary Barrios helps prepare fleece blankets. 

Crocheted blankets: Mary Barrios Finished 11 (1 short 

of her goal). Good news, she will keep knitting! 
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Continuing a beloved holiday tradition, CCST’s Santa 

and his team have once again arrived on the Tucson 

school scene to deliver stockings filled with treasures  

this December. Their first stop was St. Ambrose Catholic 

School on December 5. 

St. Ambrose Catholic School (SAS), located at 300 S. 

Tucson Blvd., serves preschool through 8th grade and 

offers a faith-centered, academically rich education.  

With roughly 270 students and a student–teacher ratio  

of about 16:1, the school blends strong academics with 

personal attention. Students benefit from a full 

curriculum that includes religion, music, PE, technology, 

and extracurriculars such as sports and mariachi. SAS 

strives to nurture students spiritually, intellectually, 

socially, and emotionally, preparing them for future 

success rooted in Catholic values. 

Later that same day, Santa and his team visited Sam 

Hughes High School to deliver generously filled 

Christmas stockings to students in the TAP program. 

TAP is a small, specialized public school serving 

pregnant teens and teen parents. It provides a safe, 

supportive, and nurturing environment that helps 

students complete their education while balancing their 

parenting responsibilities. TAP serves grades 6–12, 

though most participants are high school students. 

Its mission is to help students thrive both academically 

and personally. The program promotes academic 

progress and college or career readiness through flexible 

scheduling, small class sizes, tutoring, and targeted  

credit recovery. TAP also cultivates a supportive 

community through mentoring, family engagement, 

support groups, and strong student–staff relationships. 

The program further equips young parents by offering 

prenatal instruction, early-childhood courses, hands-on 

nursery experience, and health and nutrition guidance. 

Ultimately, TAP prepares two generations for success—

giving teen parents a real path to graduation and 

stability, while ensuring their children receive loving care 

and a strong start through early childhood education.  

Celebrating Christmas Through  

Service  

Mrs. Claus (Judy Chuinard) watches as Santa (Bernie 

Chuinard) points a St. Ambrose student toward the 

true gift of Christmas—Christ Himself.  

Mr. & Mrs. Claus (Judy and Bernie Chuinard) are 

surrounded by happy SAS children and 

L to R standing: Angela Schneider, Judy Vander Linde, 

Nancy Thorpe and Bonnie Alberts. 

Santa’s team is made up of:  

L to R sitting:  Angela Schneider, Judy VanderLinde 

L to R standing: Bonnie Alberts, Karl Schneider,   

Nancy Thorpe,  Dave VanderLinde 
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CCST Red Wagon Award Update —follow up from last newsletter issue  

Here is a complete list of all 

CCST RED Wagon Award 

Winners.  Some were 

unfortunately excluded in our 

last issue. 

The Red Wagon Award was 

given to Deb Auclair at our June 

2025 meeting.  This prestigious 

award has been given 23 times 

since 2000.   

Former winners:   

 

2000  Jean Flaharty 

2001   Dorothy  Corkin 

2002   Helen Gruensfelder 

2003   Norma Greenbaum 

2004   Claire Pratt 

2005   Betty Stevenson 

2006   Anna Marie Friend 

2007   Claire Pratt 

2008   Nancy Jones 

2009   Judy Bodor 

2010   Claire Pratt 

2011   Phyllis Geisler 

2012   Donna Spaackeen 

2013   Nancy Jones 

2014   Patricia Lunsford 

2015   Sylvia Blout 

2016   Judy Bodor 

2017   Sarita McCann 

2018   Frances Smith 

2019   Angela Schneider 

2022   Jean Brabanec 

2024   Bernie Chuinard 

2025   Deb Auclair 
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CCST Meetings this Quarter  

Looming was highlighted at 

the NCCS Conference as one 

of the creative, hands-on 

ways chapters serve children 

in need. One chapter even 

formed a special group—the 

Boomer Loomers—dedicated 

entirely to crafting cozy, hand

-loomed hats. 

One chapter shared the 

inspiring story of how 19 

women, meeting faithfully at 

their local library, created 

2,193 beautifully loomed hats 

for children. Their dedication 

and teamwork showed what 

happens when creativity and 

compassion come together. 

Liz has also done an 

outstanding job making hats 

for our  Chapter, and Angela 

absolutely loves them. She 

plans to share these 

handmade gifts with children 

at Christmas—a heartfelt 

gesture that will bring 

warmth and joy to many little 

ones.   

 

Liz McCandlish and Ann MacDonald discuss the luncheon raffle. 

Pat Lunsford, Nancy Thorpe and Angela Schneider are always ready to 

help our Chapter. 

Liz McCandlish shows members how she makes knitted hats with her loom. 
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CCST Key Dates 

NCCS Conference Keynote, Dr. Ben Carson (cont. from page 1) 

Life in Detroit was tough. Their mother was often gone 

working long hours, and Ben struggled in school. 

Teased and falling behind, he began to believe he wasn’t 

capable of more—until the day he casually left his 

failing report card on the table. His mother refused to let 

that be his future. Turning to God for guidance, she 

created a new rule: each week the boys would read two 

library books and write a report. 

Ben had never even been inside a library, but a 

librarian’s simple question—“What interests you?”—

opened a door. He began with books about animals and 

soon explored science, history, and beyond. As he read, 

his curiosity and confidence grew. The boy once 

dismissed as “dumb” eventually rose to the top of his 

class. 

Dr. Carson later shared a poignant 

truth: his mother never learned to 

read. Yet she insisted on book 

reports, pretending to review them, 

because she knew reading would 

unlock a better life for her sons. Her 

faith, strength, and unwavering 

belief became their foundation. 

Dr. Carson’s message was clear: his 

success is not just his own. It is a 

tribute to a mother’s courage, the 

transformative power of reading, 

and the enduring strength that 

comes from faith.  

Dr. Carson signed 

copies of his book 

Think Big, which 

reflects his 
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In Closing... 


