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1 Building New Church – Ernie Curran 
I am Ernie Curran and I would like to tell a story about how the idea of building the new church 

(dedicated in 1987) started and came to completion. 

The first time I ever heard the idea of building a new church was in the early 1980s. I was 

walking out after Sunday Mass, which then was celebrated in the gym (God’s gym as Father Jim 

called it) and Pat O’Hara said, “Ernie, we need to build a church.” 

Pat was the first person who recognized, spoke of and pushed the idea of this need to build a new 

church. She immediately got her husband Pete to also push for the new church.  After a year or two 

she convinced Father Jim. Father set-up a New Church Committee with Dick Gillespie as the Chair.  

Father Jim and Dick would guide the discussions (often very heated), always lengthy and always 

wandering.  

The Committee had at least a dozen members.  My cloudy memory says, Joe Bielamowicz, 

Maureen Fitzsimmons, Joe Gorka, Mitzi Kust, Judy Masterson, Tom Monahan, Pat and Pete 

O’Hara, Chuck Sabino, and Donna Zarzecki, along with myself were on the Committee. 

The Committee met frequently for well over a year.  The initial push was to decide whether or 

not we should build a church.  When that was decided, we then had to decide what the church should 

look like.  The committee’s mantra became, “I don’t know what the church should look like, but 

when I see it, I will know whether I like it.” Every member of the committee was well intentioned 

and dedicated.  Each member of the committee had never designed a church, but each held many 

ideas about what should or should not be included.  Father Jim’s humor and Dick Gillespie’s 

patience steered the committee through so many rough waters. 

Father Jim held a parish meeting and the parish voted to proceed.  An architect (Bill Brown) was 

hired to do a design for the proposed church.  Over a period of about 8 weeks he prepared sketches.  

Weekly the parishioners were invited in to view the work and write their comments and criticisms.  

Finally, the proposed design was approved. 

Throughout this very lengthy process, the Committee was afraid to discuss what the cost would 

be.  Finally, at one meeting I said the M word.  Although we all felt it probably would cost a million 

dollars, no one wanted to hear that said out loud.  Father Jim said, “Well, Ernie, if you think it will 

cost a million dollars, you should head up the fund-raising effort.” I said OK if Pete O’Hara would 

work with me.  Pete agreed. 

The Fund-Raising Committee grew to almost 100 people.  A professional fund raiser was hired 

(paid a flat fee, not a percentage based on the amount raised) amid many complaints that that was 

not necessary.  The fund raiser laid out what we had to do and organized the whole thing.  We never 

could have done it on our own.  Two members of the Committee visited each member of the parish 

and asked for their pledge.  Weekly report meetings were held during the 6 weeks the campaign 

lasted. 

There was tremendous relief and an awful lot of joy at the end when we had raised $1,100,000.  

Now the rough plans had to be refined and the final plans prepared.  This took months.  Then the 

plans were put out to bid.  At that time the economy had taken off, construction was booming and 

the bids were double what we thought they would be.  What did we do? We went back to the 

parishioners and asked them to increase their pledges.  We asked all new parishioners to pledge.  24 

months after the church was finished we had the $2,200,000.  Father Jim loved to say that we built 
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the church and had no debt.  That was indeed a correct statement, but it did not detail the time, the 

struggles and the great financial sacrifice that so many parishioners made.  We now celebrate 

Eucharist in a very sacred place!  (2015) 

2 New Church – Richard Gillespie 
My name is Richard Gillespie and I have been a proud member of St. James for 35 years.  As the 

father of six children, I have many fond memories of my children being baptized, receiving Holy 

Communion and Confirmation at our wonderful church. 

However, my favorite memory is about building the new church and working with our self – 

described country pastor, Fr. Jim McConnell.  Fr. Jim would have been happy preaching God’s love 

from a tent if need be and was the person who placed and believed the “We are the Church” sign in 

our Family Center that served as our church for several decades. 

Around 1984 Fr. Jim called me to the Rectory and asked me if I would consider being the 

Chairman of a New Church Building Committee.  I was surprised at his request and, privately, a bit 

unsure.  Earlier in my life I had occasion to be in two parishes where the pastor simply decided what 

and when a new church was to be built…at least that’s the way it seemed to me. 

So I suggested to Fr. Jim that I would only agree to do so if the building of a new church was the 

true will of the people.  When he readily agreed I knew that we would have success. 

Fr. Jim allowed me to speak at all masses to ask parish members to vote if they truly wanted to 

undertake the construction of a new church.  With the overwhelming approval of the vast majority of 

the parish we moved forward.  This early vote would be followed by solicitations of broad feedback 

at each stage of the design of our new church. 

When it came time to fund raise for the construction most parishioners had already bought into 

the process and we had payments and pledges for payments that nearly covered the full cost before 

the last nail was hammered in. 

What a pleasure it was to work with the whole New Church Building Committee and Fr. Jim.  It 

was all made easier by our wonderful pastor’s willingness to let the people decide.  (2016) 

3 New Church Committee – Judy Masterson 
I am Judy Masterson and, if possible, I would like to add to and possibly enhance some of Ernie 

Curran’s comments.  I was part of the New Church committee chaired by Dick Gillespie.  I 

remember that Mitzi Kust, Maureen Fitzsimmons, Marie Palsir, Tom Monahan and Chuck Sabino 

were on the committee in addition to those Ernie listed.  Martha Logan often contributed her time 

and opinions with us from time to time as well.  I remember two years of fairly intense work with 

Father Jim, the committee, the architect (Bill Brown) and the liturgical consultant (John Buscemi).  

There were some heated discussions over that period of time and instead of pulling us apart, it drew 

us closer in our respect for each other and deepened friendships.  Our goal was always the same: to 

work as best we could to create a worship area that told our story as a faith filled community. 

I remember Ernie asking my husband, John, to join the fund-raising team and to my great 

surprise he consented.  That was the essence of the project that brought into the ‘fold’ people who 

had been on the sidelines for years and decided that this was a project well worth the effort. 
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Of course, our guiding light was always our dear Father Jim.  He kept us balanced even when we 

wanted sometimes to vent vociferously (love that word!).  His sense of humor and purpose kept us 

on track and considerate of each other’s opinions and suggestions.   

What a blessing for me to have been part of St. James family; yes, that is what the forty years at 

St. James were for me.  I knew that if I needed help in any part of my life, spiritual or secular, I 

could turn to my family and St. James knowing that there were always arms to enfold me and make 

me feel safe.  (2016) 

4 New Church – Pete O’Hara 
I am Pete O’Hara and I would like to tell my story about the “New Church”. 

My “New Church” story begins in 1969.  It was then that the parish was outgrowing the “little” 

Church.  A fund raiser was organized and parishioners went out in pairs to solicit funds.  I went with 

Rudy Smith, my father-in-law.  The parish successfully raised over $500,000 to start a new church.  

In February, 1970, I was promoted to Poughkeepsie, NY, and did not return to Pennington until 

June of ‘73.  Imagine my surprise when I found a gym on Eglantine Ave.!! 

I had just come off 3 years on Parish Council in ’84 when I was asked to join the “New Church 

Committee”.  By then it already had a number of members.  Dick Gillespie had already organized a 

number of committees.  I decided to do “communications” (Something considering Dick was 

running the committee!).  While there were many, many meetings, there were long periods when 

little was being done or actual decisions being made.  So when something actually happened, we 

needed to let all the parishioners know.  I decided to publish a “New Church News”.  I wrote it on an 

original IBM PC with a matrix printer.  It was always 1 full page.  I would take it over to the 

Rectory, copy it, and put it in the bulletin. 

I think everyone likes to hear the story of our fund raising.  A professional fundraiser suggested 

that we could probably raise about $650,000 but the church was to cost $1,100,000.  Ernie Curran 

organized the fund raising.  Every time the Gospel tells the story of Jesus sending his disciples in 

pairs, I think of our effort and Ernie’s leadership.  I still remember that last night as we were 

counting down the donations; 1,080,000, 1,082,000 .   When Frank Klapinski announced a $10,000 

gift, that put us over the top!!!!  Where did that come from??? 

Of course, that is not the end of the story.  As with most projects of that time there were cost 

over runs.  As the project was being completed, it was clear we were going to need another 

$850,000.  Once again Ernie organized a similar campaign and helped by a number of new 

parishioners we met that goal. 

And the story really never ends.  My wife, Pat, with Judy Masterson made the “We are the 

Church” banner that hangs in the gathering area today. 

I still remember being in tears as the parish processed in for the initial Mass.  What a great 

project of which to be a part. (2016) 

5 We Are the Church Banner – Judy Masterson 
I am Judy Masterson.  My husband, John, and I were members of St. James Parish from 1966 to 

2006.  I would like to share some stories about how I became involved with designing and making 

banners initially for services in the gym and for the new church when construction was completed. 

John and I stopped by the O’Hara’s on the evening of Good Friday (cannot remember the year) 

and Pat was putting together a banner for our Easter celebration.  I began to help her while John, 
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Pete, Pat and I chatted.  That was the beginning of a long, enduring partnership of designing banners 

and creating them with Pat O’Hara.  When we moved our worship area to the new church Jenny 

Shinkfield joined us with our banner projects. 

Each liturgical season I would sit in the rectory with Marie Palsir as she shared the many 

catalogues with Christian logos and designs that coordinated with the season:  Lent, Easter, 

Pentecost, Advent, Christmas and several other liturgical themes.  At one point I began to design and 

sew stoles that were used at the Easter Vigil mass for the RCIA candidates:  Baptism, Confirmation 

and Returning Catholics.   

Depending on the space available I bought the ‘background’ fabric and cut it to size for the area.  

I drew pattern pieces that Pat and I then cut out of various colors of felt which we then glued to the 

fabric.  Top and bottom hems were sewn to hold wood lathe into which frame eyelets and hanging 

wires were attached.  Our largest banner was initially installed in the gym over the entrance doors to 

the worship area; it measured 10 feet wide by 4 feet high.  Pat and I incorporated one of Father Jim’s 

favorite sayings, “We Are the Church.”  We added the words and several people to the banner which 

was installed with the help of several people.  It was a constant reminder of our life with the family 

of St. James Parish. 

By the time the new church was being constructed, Jenny Shinkfield joined the fun and games.  

An incredible seamstress and a person who paid attention to detail, she became an integral part of the 

‘banner team.’  She advanced our initial efforts in creating banners to pieces that were professionally 

finished.  We created a ‘cleaned up’ version of “We Are the Church” which is still installed in the 

Gathering Area. 

In all of our endeavors to enhance our worship areas it was always a true labor of love to create 

the colorful reminders of our Catholic rituals and enjoy the process with two creative, fun loving 

friends.  I miss those times together.  I was also very moved when I saw the stoles that I had created 

being worn by those whose journey of study and prayer brought them to become members of the St. 

James family at the Easter Vigil mass. (2015) 

* Probably early 1980’s 

6 Little Church – Mickey Martin 
I am Mickey Martin and I have some short stories about St. James Parish.  The stories begin 

when what is now our Chapel was our Church.  “These stories are all true and some actually 

happened!” 

One Sunday morning a visiting priest wanted to process in from the front instead out of the 

sacristy.  He asked if there was a place in the front to vest.  At that time, there was an inside cellar 

entrance and a choir loft.  I told him that the only place was on the cellar steps.  He must have 

misunderstood; the poor man was on the outside steps in the cold for 10 or 15 minutes before Mass. 

When Fr. Jim came to us, the first Mass of Sunday morning was in (the little church, the chapel, 

or St. Jimmie's) at 7:30 am and it was packed beyond capacity.  The pews were packed, and the 

exterior walls were lined with people, and they packed into the choir loft.  The structural integrity of 

the loft was unknown.  I suggested to Father Jim that it might be prudent to have someone look into 

it.  The next time we talked about it, Father told me that the choir loft had been well built, it was 

structurally sound, but he had the loft removed.  Other Sunday Masses were in the Family Center 

Gym that Fr. Frank built.  (2015) 
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7 Family Center Addition – Bill Connolly 
I am Bill Connolly and this is a story about how the addition to the Family Center came to be. 

When the New Church was completed, it seemed as though St. James had its space needs under 

control for the foreseeable future, but the 1990’s brought on a wave of population growth – starting, 

as they always do, with children – in fact, the grandchildren of the baby boom.  Additionally, the 

program of “in home” religious instruction for many small groups of 8 to 10 children was phased 

out. 

As the 1990’s wore on the Family Center struggled to accommodate the many new young 

parishioners.  Additionally, spaces in it were underutilized.  It had been designed in the 1960’s with 

a main space that was convertible for use as a church, a school gymnasium, and an auditorium.  The 

original 1960’s plan included a school classroom addition (never realized); that’s why the space 

under the original library (which later became the Resource Room) still contained all the below-floor 

plumbing needed for a school’s bathrooms.  There were spaces that didn’t serve any purpose any 

longer such as the stage/sanctuary space at the end of the gym.  It had a stage that went up and down 

on four hydraulic jacks below it.  It was 3 feet high for performances and 6 inches high when used as 

a sanctuary.  Its use as a sanctuary had ended with Vatican II, after which the gym was arranged as a 

church in the round through the use of a portable platform altar and folding pews and kneelers.  

Performances had never been common since the school wing had never been built.  The hydraulic 

jacks were leaking; that problem had to be solved also.  The gym itself did get a lot of use; it has a 

good floor for basketball. 

As a result of growth and the building’s shortcomings, religious education classes were being 

held in less than ideal circumstances.  Classes were being held in two storage rooms off the gym, in 

each corner of the gym and on the stage, and in the old choir loft over the Eglantine Avenue entrance 

to the building.  The Blue Room could be used for classes, but its folding partition transmitted sound 

from one space to the other extraordinarily well.  What nearly all of these spaces had in common 

was a lack of windows and any semblance of privacy.  Another room which had a partition had, 

many years previously, been adapted for use as a Religious Education office and meeting room.  

While the front parlor, dining room, and kitchen in the rectory were often used for meetings and 

programs, a need for an additional conference room for meetings was identified. 

The problem was obvious, the solution was not.  The layout of the Family Center and the 

proximity of property lines on both sides seemed to preclude an addition.  A second floor at the rear 

was a possibility but would be expensive.  A new building, next to the parking lot, behind the homes 

on Delaware Avenue would be even more expensive.  Finally, the Finance Committee had set a 

maximum budget of $1,000,000.  Interestingly, the cost of the entire New Church, twenty years 

earlier, had been $2,000,000.  Construction costs were increasing that fast. 

A committee had worked for several years looking for a workable plan that all could support 

without success.  At that point, Pat O’Hara, a Parish Trustee, asked me if I could help.  Trained as an 

architect, at about the same time as the Family Center was being built, I had a bit of a head start. 

Tom Monahan still had the original plans for the Family Center which he had kept since the mid-

1960’s.  They provided a very good starting point.  Father Ron Bacovin, the pastor, Deacon Jim 

Palsir, Pat O’Hara, Madelyn Tusay, Ernie Curran, Rich Hobson, and others formed a renewed 

committee effort to find an answer.  A careful review was made of what we had to work with.  The 

storage room closets along the side of the gym were used, in conjunction with a small addition on 

that same side, to yield 5 new proper classrooms and a corridor which provided access for the 

children without their having to go through the gym.  Father Ron wanted a secure area for the 
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children separate from other activities that might be going on in the gym.  The lost storage space was 

made up by lowering the stage to gym floor level, removing the leaking hydraulic jacks, and walling 

off the stage opening to provide a proper storage area with an entrance from the cafeteria area.  A 

conference room for meetings was also made from a portion of the stage area. 

The Committee engaged a Construction Manager and an Architect, the funds were raised (2009-

2011), and construction progressed.  This addition was dedicated as the Msgr. Ronald J. Bacovin 

Wing.  We now had a far more useful Family Center.  (2017) 

8 Finance Committee – Chuck Sabino 
I am Chuck Sabino and this is a story about the Finance Committee and Father Jim.  My wife, 

Dolores, and I moved to Pennington in 1986 and joined Saint James Parish.  My first real contact 

with Father Jim began with the idea that we were going to build a new church.  I somewhat got 

involved on the Finance Committee; I participated in the fund raising and, more importantly, in the 

accounting for this financial endeavor.  What was interesting is that when we started the process, we 

knew that our goal would be close to a million dollars.  Initially we hoped to raise $500,000.  Much 

to our surprise we raised $700,000 plus.  We were substantially on our way to the one million dollar 

goal.  In a small way, I was involved with the accounting, billing, and collections.  Marie Galuchie, a 

parishioner and a beautiful person, did the actual accounting.  She maintained detailed spreadsheets 

of the parishioners’ pledges and payments.  She did this weekly.  I played a limited role in the 

process and reported the results to Father Jim and the Finance Committee.  Within five years, we 

were able to pay off the church’s cost due to the parish’s generosity.  

I served on the Finance Committee for over twenty years, working with Father Jim and Father 

Ron.  We were lucky; we had few financial issues because the parishioners were generous.  Father 

Jim’s philosophy was to establish a financial reserve equaling one year’s expenditures.  We had 

substantially reached that goal before the economic downturn in 2008.  Notwithstanding the decrease 

in contributions, the parish was financially sound and continued its mission. 

I resigned from the Finance Committee shortly after Father Mike arrived.  At that time one of the 

new members mentioned that committee members’ term should be limited to three years.  Since I 

had served many years beyond three, I decided it was time to go and let someone younger take my 

position. 

Over the years I had many dealings with Father Jim.  He was a wonderful and beautiful person.  

He loved golf; he was a member of the Hopewell Valley Country Club and a regular with the 

Wednesday golf group.  There are many golf stories and I would like to share one of them with you.   

For several years, Father Jim, Rich Kmiec, and I would travel to Florida to spend time with Pat 

and Stu Fisher.  We played golf several times during our visit.  Father Jim was in his seventies and 

lost distance on his tee shots.  In addition to giving him strokes, we allowed him to play from the 

gold tees.  On one occasion, his golf game was amazing.  His drives were long, beyond ours, and he 

shot a 43 on the front nine.  He loved it, laughing all the way around the golf course.  He decided he 

needed to bring gold tees to Hopewell.  Golf was an outlet.  It enabled him to spend a few moments 

away from problems the church was facing and enjoy life.  

We broke bread frequently.  We went to different restaurants, and he enjoyed other peoples’ 

company.  He had a constant laugh; he really enjoyed the people in our parish.  I can tell you that the 

church that we built is a testament to this wonderful man.  (Recorded in 2016) 
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9 Fundraising for New Church – Ernie Curran 
I am Ernie Curran and I would like to tell a story about one night when Pete O’Hara and I went 

out to solicit pledges to fund the building of the “New Church” (Pete asked me to tell this story). 

It was early October 1989.  We had followed Jesus’s example and sent out people in pairs to ask 

for the pledges.  No one was too happy to ask others for money so we needed the support of a fellow 

parishioner.  We finished that night just about 9:00 PM.  When I returned home I turned on the TV 

to watch the third game of the World Series which was being played in San Francisco between the 

San Francisco Giants and the Oakland Athletics. 

I could not find the game on TV.  Finally, I stopped on a station that had Dan Rather reporting.  

The report was tragic.  A severe earthquake had hit the Bay Area.  Now I really got nervous.  Our 

youngest daughter Benita was a freshman at the University of California at Berkley.  I immediately 

tried calling her, only to be told all circuits are busy.  I kept trying every few minutes.  About 45 

minutes later Ann O’Hara called me from the University of Pennsylvania, where she was a 

freshman, to tell me she had gotten through and talked with Benita who was fine.  It seems Ann had 

MCI and was able to get through, but I had AT&T and their circuits were overwhelmed.  

The next day I talked with Benita who told me her story.  She went to the cafeteria at 5 PM and 

was standing in line when she felt dizzy and a little nauseous.  She closed her eyes, gathered herself 

and then looked around.  She could see no one.  Everyone was now on the floor under the nearest 

table! 

Eleven days later they continued the Series which Oakland won 4 games to none.  (2015) 

10 Gathering Space – Bill Connolly 
I am Bill Connolly and I have a story about the Gathering Space. 

A memorable time in the story of St. James was the 1980’s decision to leave behind “God’s 

Gym” in the Family Center and construct a new church.  The decision to raise $2 million and build a 

new church was parish-wide and the effort to give that idea physical form was also parish-wide. 

The ”new” church was planned and designed by the people of the parish who came together with 

the pastor in a series of parish-wide workshops.  Those workshops were guided and facilitated by 

architects and liturgical consultants associated with the University of Notre Dame who came from 

Indiana for each one.  Most of the key features of the church reflect wishes of the parishioners and 

the spirit of Vatican II. 

The Gathering Space and its intended use, facilitating the Procession of the People, expressed in 

physical and symbolic form one of the most important ideas of the early Church that was given 

renewed life by Vatican II.  Faith, our Catholic faith, is a matter of and about community.  

“Wherever two or more of you gather in my name, I am there.”  The people are the church – “We 

are the Church” as our banner says.  The space can be, and is, used in a social sense but it was not 

intended primarily as a social space.  It is a liturgical space.  That’s why it isn’t called the 

community room or the fellowship hall. 

It was intended for the gathering of the people of God, clergy and laity, who together are the 

Church.  Having gathered together from our many places and pursuits, we greeted one another, 

renewing the bonds of community, and then processed – as a community – into the sanctuary.  This 
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procession reflected the fact that the sanctuary is a room, until the faith community fills it – as a 

community – and then it becomes a church. 

This idea was further reflected in the placement of the crucifix in the liturgical design of St. 

James.  It rested not in the sanctuary, but in the Gathering Space.  A crucifix is essential to the 

celebration of Mass.  Mass cannot be said without one.  The crucifix of St. James was placed in the 

Gathering Space so that it could lead the procession of the people into the sanctuary.  Those two 

essentials, the crucifix and the people, come together and a sanctuary of wood and drywall becomes 

“Church”. 

Liturgy is inspirational and symbols are important.  The acting out that they entail strengthens 

our faith as a community and as individuals.  This has been understood from the earliest days of the 

church.  Some of the most important reforms of Vatican II revolved around involving everyone, 

clergy and laity, in the liturgy.  It became something that you participate in rather than something 

that you watch – not because that would be nice but because it would, and has, strengthened the faith 

of all. 

The Gathering Space of St. James and the procession of all the people were created by the parish 

in close consultation with liturgical experts to give physical expression to the important idea that 

faith and community go together because community strengthens faith. 

We are the people of God and are on a journey together.  The Gathering space and the procession 

of the people gave tangible expression to that very important truth and to another – We are the 

Church.  (2015) 

11 Wednesday Morning Prayer Group – Joe DeSantis 
I am Joe DeSantis and I’d like to tell you a story that happened at St. James.  My dad died in 1990 

and he was buried in Brooklyn .  The grave side service was conducted by a deacon.  The fellow said 

that he knew me and that we had grown up together in Brooklyn when we were kids.  Now I was 

telling this story at our Wednesday morning prayer meeting and I said I wonder how he recognized 

me from all those years ago.  Father Jim turns to me with his wonderful smile and says, “You must 

have been an old looking kid.” 

Around 1982, Vince Angeline had the idea to start the Wednesday Morning Prayer Group and he 

approached Father Jim with the idea.  Vince thought the group could meet at 6:30am for about a half 

hour and then everyone could get on their way to work.  Father Jim didn’t think this would last even 

three weeks, but Vince was persistent.  So in his usual way, Father Jim told Vince to go ahead and 

get it started.  The group lasted until 2016, more than thirty years!  Father Jim made every one of 

these early morning meetings while he was at St. James. 

We would meet in the rectory dining room and, in the summer, on the screened-in porch.  We 

would read the readings for the upcoming Sunday and each of us would receive a one-page 

reflection on the readings.  We would each contribute our own thoughts about the readings.  We 

would have coffee, some breakfast pastry, a bit of conversation and then get on our way to work.  I 

met many wonderful people in this group, like Sister Clara and Mitzi Kust.  Mitzi was always trying 

to get me to come to the Art Group that met at 10am on Tuesday mornings.  When I retired in 1998, 

she told me I no longer had any excuse not to come.  The first day she gave me a plate with some 

paint on it, she drew a strawberry, and said, “Go ahead and paint.”  That was the beginning of 

painting for me.  (Recorded in 2016) 
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12 The Phone Began to Ring – Sam Sciarrotta 
I am Sam Sciarrotta and I have a story about Father Jim. 

The phone began to ring.  I hesitated.  Should I pick it up? 

It was 5:45 on a Tuesday afternoon.  I was working in my office at St. James rectory.  The pastor 

was away and, as Pastoral Associate, I had handled a lot of calls that day and decided to stay after 

the parish office closed to catch up on some of the accounting and planning I did for the parish. 

Around 5:30 I began to pack things up and was just about to turn off the computer.  Then the 

phone began to ring.  Please, not now!  It has been a long day and I want to get home.  I can let the 

call go to voice mail and I will retrieve it tomorrow morning when I come in to work…… 

The phone kept ringing.  Probably someone who wants to know the weekend Mass schedule or 

maybe schedule a baptism… It can wait… can’t it?  The phone kept ringing. 

I felt uneasy letting it ring and that feeling would not go away.  So I picked it up. 

 “Good afternoon, St. James Church, Deacon Sam speaking.” 

Then I heard the voice of a woman who clearly was in distress.  She said, “We are not 

parishioners, but have attended Mass on occasion at St. James.”  I could feel tension and pain in her 

voice so I tried to give her time to get to her question or request.  “How can I help you,” I said. 

She said, “Can someone who does not belong to St. James have their funeral there?”  I said, “Of 

course we can help you.  I am sorry for your loss.  Can you tell me the name of the deceased?” 

After a moment to gather her emotions she responded, “Well, the funeral is for my husband, 

‘Rob’*.  I just left the hospital and the doctors told me that there is no hope for his recovery and they 

expect him to die within 24 hours.  I came home to get some things in order before I return to the 

Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania.  I was picking out a suit for him to be buried in when I 

began thinking, ‘Where would we have the funeral?’” 

She went on to tell me that her name was “Peg”* and that they were Catholic but really not 

“regular attendees at Mass.”  She was worried that this may affect the chances of having a Catholic 

funeral for Rob.  She told me that they had been to St. James for Christmas and Easter over the years 

and really liked the church but just never got around to making the commitment to attend regularly.  

I told her that I understood and for her to not concern herself with that any longer because, when the 

time came we would help her plan the funeral and be honored to celebrate the Funeral Mass here at 

St. James.  I told her that we were also honored that she thought of us at this difficult time.  I asked 

her to tell me a little about Rob and herself and also asked her to tell me where specifically in that 

huge hospital that Ron was being treated. 

Peg seemed to relax as she told me about herself and Rob.  They had been married for many 

years and were looking forward to their “golden years” together when doctors discovered that Rob 

had a lesion on his liver.   

The disease had not responded to treatment and the doctors said that he was going into organ 

failure and there was nothing further they could do.  She said that the doctors wanted to do one more 

test on Rob the next morning if he made it through the night, but that the test would not guarantee 

that they could prolong his life or arrest the disease.  They said, however, that it may allow them to 

know more about the disease so that, in the future, others could be helped.  In a noble gesture Rob 

and Peg consented to the test.  She said she did not think he would last much longer after that test on 

the next morning.  Feeling very inadequate, as I searched for ways to be of help or for words that 
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could soothe and comfort this grieving woman (while knowing that there were no words and there 

was nothing I could do to lift this burden from her), I told her that I would pray for her and Rob 

tonight and at 8 AM on Wednesday (the scheduled time of the test).  I asked her to call me at any 

time and gave her my home and cell number. 

Then, without even thinking, I asked her if Rob had been visited by a priest in the hospital.  She 

said no.  I asked her if she would like to have a priest come in and pray with them and give him the 

Sacrament of the Sick.  She said that she hadn’t thought of that because they were “all the way in 

Philly” and, “we couldn’t ask a priest to make that trip.” 

I wrote down Peg’s phone number and Rob’s room number and told her I would see what I could 

do.  Our pastor was away.  But I knew who to call... our retired pastor, Fr. James J.  McConnell. 

Fr. Jim had been pastor of St. James for 22 years prior to his retiring in 1999.  But over the years 

he had become much more than a pastor and priest.  He was a beloved and trusted friend… an 

inspiration… a man who invited and empowered people to live their baptismal vows… to be 

leaders… active members of the parish community…and most importantly to follow the Gospel in 

very ordinary and simple ways.  Personally Fr. Jim had been my spiritual director prior to being my 

pastor and eventually my boss.  He was my mentor, friend, and true Father figure in my life. 

I dialed his number and the phone began to ring.  Fr. Jim picked it up.  I told him about the 

phone call from Peg and asked him if it was possible for him to get down to the Hospital of the 

University of Pennsylvania early the next morning.  I knew that, even though he was retired, he lived 

an active life, saying Mass for a community of Sisters in the area early in the morning as well as 

helping out at other parishes.  But there was no hesitation in his voice when he said, “Sure, Sam, I 

will be glad to see Rob tomorrow morning.” 

Shortly after I got to the parish office on Wednesday morning my phone began to ring.  It was 

Fr. Jim.  He told me that he just returned from the hospital in Philadelphia and that he got there just 

in time because, as he was walking down the hall, they were wheeling Rob out of his room to take 

him for the test.  He said, “Things did not look good,” but that he was able to spend a few minutes 

talking with Rob and Peg.  Fr. Jim anointed Rob and gave him the Sacrament of the Sick (formerly 

known as the Last Rites).  After a final blessing, Rob was wheeled down the hall and Fr. Jim left the 

hospital. 

Late that afternoon I received a call from Peg.  She had some amazing news and wanted Fr. 

Jim’s phone number.  She said that in preparation for the test Rob was given one more MRI and the 

doctors were baffled because they could no longer detect the lesion!  The doctors could not explain 

but cautiously told Peg that they would “have another look” the next day to see what was happening. 

A few days later Rob came home.  He was free of pain and the doctors could not explain the 

disappearance of the liver disease.   

Rob and Peg began attending Mass at St. James.  Rob lived another 10 healthy years until he had 

a stroke, the effects of which, several months later, ended his life.  Rob’s Funeral Mass was 

celebrated at St. James Church.   

The last time I saw Peg at St. James was in September of 2012.  Our dear Fr. Jim had joined the 

Communion of Saints in Heaven and Peg attended the Funeral Mass.  She took me aside and spoke 

to me about the day she met Fr. Jim and how God had given Rob and her a miracle through the 

prayer and Sacrament ministered that Wednesday morning in the hospital hallway. 
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It truly was a miracle.  There was no explanation for it except that we believe in the power of 

God to work through the sacraments (in this case the Sacrament of the Sick).  Fr. Jim often preached 

about how God uses us to perform life changing miracles through our ordinary lives. 

Fr. Jim ministered humbly for many years.  He never sought power, or titles; he loved being a 

“Country Pastor” and he loved being with people, not only praying with them and celebrating the 

Sacraments with them, but having fun and enjoying life with them.  He led by example and 

empowered many to do the same.  He was a man of the people and a man of God.  He was generous 

and freely and unhesitatingly gave of his time, talent, and treasure.  He understood the simple call of 

the Gospel to “Love one another…”  And he lived that call in humility and gratefulness.  I never 

heard him speak of the miracle at the University of Pennsylvania Hospital.  I believe that he was 

grateful to have been a part of that healing moment but recognized that God uses all of us in our 

ordinary and flawed lives to bring God’s presence to others every day.  So he never felt the need to 

draw attention to this one miracle. 

The healing of Rob was a real example of what he was telling us and showing us over the years.  

Rob’s healing was facilitated very simply by Fr. Jim’s willingness to give himself to people he did 

not even know.  Something that those of us who were blessed to know him experienced so often that 

we sometimes took it for granted. We pray that we at St. James will continue to live the example he 

gave and allow God to continue his work through us. (2016) 

*For the sake of privacy, I have chosen not to use the couple’s real names. 

13 Father Jim – Ernie Curran 
I am Ernie Curran and I have a story about Father Jim. 

Actually, this is two stories and they happened almost 30 years apart. 

In the mid 1980s, Jim Caddell was stricken with a terminal illness.  He was in his mid 20s.  As 

the illness progressed his appearance became thinner and paler and he lost his hair.  He walked with 

the aid of two metal devices that were attached to his arms.  When he came up to Communion you 

could hear him as he rattled down the aisle.  Most of us would never see a greater demonstration of 

faith. 

Father Jim befriended him.  Went to the movies with him, visited him and supported him in 

many ways.  As the illness dragged on, Father Jim organized a program to financially benefit the 

family.  That program was presented on the stage in the Family Center and was very well received 

and the money raised definitely helped the family.  (I would love to know what parishioners did all 

the work to put that program on). 

Finally at the end of Mass one Sunday, Father Jim said that Jim Caddell was in the Princeton 

Medical Center.  For a number of weeks in a row, Father updated us on Jim’s condition and urged us 

to visit him.  Unfortunately I was too busy with many things to go visit.  Yet finally, after Father 

Jim’s update was very ominous, I did go to visit.  Someone who had visited Jim told me what floor 

he was on.  I went.  A nurse asked me who I wanted to see.  I said Jim Caddell.  She said that no 

visitors were allowed.  The next day he died. 

The second story (which Sam Sciarrotta suggested I tell) happened on September 28, 2012.  

Father Jim had lived many good years in retirement, but finally his mind and body were both failing.  

He was moved from his place at the priest’s retirement home to Morris Hall (St.  Lawrence Rehab).  
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His room there was on the wing of one floor where all the ill priests were.  I visited him there once 

or twice a week.  I would visit in the mornings because his mind was much better earlier in the day.  

We would go outside and sit on a bench near the entrance and talk.  He never lost his sense of 

humor. 

By some special grace I was moved to visit about 3 o’clock on Friday the 28th.  I peeked in his 

room in case he was sleeping.  He was in a wheel chair (he had not been in one a few days before 

when I was there).  Father Mike and Deacon Sam were sitting next to him talking.  Sam saw me and 

said, “Well, look who’s here”.  Father Jim said,” Well hello Ernie”.  I was taken aback that Father 

was in a wheel chair, but pleased he still recognized me.  Father Mike and Sam said they were just 

leaving and that I should take Father to the Ice Cream Social.  I wheeled Father around until we 

found the right place.  We both had apple pie and ice cream.  Father ate about 4/5ths of his (I ate all 

of mine!). 

Then I wheeled him outside as the beautiful warm September weather had continued.  I sat on 

the bench next to the wheel chair and we talked.  After 10 or 15 minutes he grew anxious and asked 

to go back inside.   

When we got to his room he asked, “When can I go home?”  I was used to the failing mind that 

asked the same question over and over again, but this was the first time he had asked a question like 

this.  In his mind what was home?  His room at the Priest’s Retirement Home?  The St. James 

Rectory?  The home he was raised in in Brooklyn?  I had no clue and wasn’t even close.  After 

thinking about it, my answer was that first we had to find out what time dinner was that night.  I 

went and found out that I should take him into the dining room now as it was almost 4:30.  I wheeled 

him up to table next to Bishop Smith, said goodbye and that I would see him next week. 

That night before I went to bed I looked at my e-mails.  There was one from Sam telling all to 

whom the e-mail was addressed that a nurse had gone in to check on Father Jim a little after 7 and 

discovered that he had gone home to his heavenly reward. 

Father Jim was not mentally capable of hearing confession that day, but he was able to provide 

absolution for one sin committed almost 30 years earlier.  (2016) 

14 Father Jim – Chuck Noona 
I am Chuck Noona and I have some stories about Father Jim. 

Crab Dinner: My wife Peggy and I had invited Fr. Jim to our house for a crab dinner.  Fr. Jim 

loved crabs but he hated picking the meat out of the shell.  I had gone crabbing that day and was still 

cleaning up my gear when Fr. Jim arrived. We ushered him to our deck, handed him a glass of wine 

and, as I expertly peeled the crabs (there was a pile of about 25 steaming red ones on the table), I 

mentioned how there is nothing like fresh crabs right out of the pot.  I told Fr. Jim that the cost of 

backfin crabmeat is about $30/lb. hoping to impress him with an expensive dinner.  I was still 

perspiring from my day in the boat, my back was sore, I was sunburned and tired from all the work.  

Fr. Jim asked me what it cost to catch the crabs myself.  When I told him about $45/lb., he busted 

out laughing like I could have bought the crabs at the market for a lot less. 

Game Dinner: I enjoy having friends over for a game (wild game) dinner.  We have hosted many 

such dinners in the past and had included Fr. Jim.  Several years back, I called Fr. Jim and invited 

him to a “Game Dinner.”  He accepted, and after a pause asked what kinds of games we would be 
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playing?  When I clarified that it was a “Wild Game” dinner, he laughed out loud.  We both felt a 

little foolish -- a sign of things to come, no doubt.  (2016) 

15 Penance Service – Livy Glaubitz 
I am Livy Glaubitz and I have a story about Father Jim and a penance service. 

I joined St James parish in 1972 when we moved into our Pennington-Titusville Road home. We 

belonged to a newly-formed parent group that would provide some baby-sitting during mass and 

some socializing among parents, but it wasn’t until Father Jim joined the parish a few years later that 

I became truly involved with the parish. 

Father Jim came with new ideas, openness, and deep spirituality.  My introduction to a new idea 

was at a penance service the first Lent that Father Jim was here.  It was held in the “Little Church” 

with Father Weber assisting.  I think Father Jim’s idea was to have us all participate in an event that 

would dramatize the forgiveness of our sins.  We were all given small pieces of paper and pencils 

and encouraged to write down one transgression and place it on a large flat metal platter.  The 

platter, piled with small papers, was conveyed up front where the sins were to be put to the flame 

and destroyed.  The match was struck, the papers ignited, and everyone watched in awe as the hot air 

rose, scattering bits of burning papers in swirls.  Father Weber was aghast, but it did work.  

Father Jim’s openness was embodied in his trust and faith in all of us:  He empowered 

parishioners to make suggestions and implement them.  The Wednesday morning Prayer Group was 

one of these.  It was Vince Angeline’s idea.  Father Jim’s spirituality was present always in his 

compassion and understanding, which he shared openly.  (2016) 

16 First Holy Communion – Minnie Arnone 
I am Minnie Arnone and this is a story about when the children were getting ready for their First 

Holy Communion.  We were in the Little Church and Father Weber was at the altar sitting down at a 

little desk or a table.  They would bring up one child at a time and Father Weber would go through 

everything they had to do for confession.  All the mothers were sitting and observing while her child 

talked to Father Weber.  My son Matthew had a very loud voice.  So he was up there and I thought, 

well, he’ll be all right.  Father Weber and Matt were into it pretty good.  One could see that Father 

Weber was getting closer to him like he wanted him to calm down, so he kept telling him what was 

wrong.  All of a sudden you hear my son Matthew say in a very loud voice, “Well, Father, nobody’s 

perfect!”  Father Weber eventually calmed him down enough to get him ready for his First Holy 

Communion.  (Recorded in 2016) 

17 CRASH Club – Jim Palsir 
This Legacy story about the CRASH Club was recorded by Jim Palsir in 2016, just a few months 

before Jim died.  

CRASH stood for Christian Recreation and Spiritual Harmony.  Chet and Ginny Snook led 

CRASH.  Pat and Mike Carr led it.  I ended up being the CRASH leader or director for about 20 

years.  There were lots of adult leaders.  Phyllis Johnson, Ray Altieri and Mike Tusay were long 

time leaders.  

CRASH was my faith in action.  Yeah, I was a deacon on the altar, but this was my ministry and 

my passion.  I loved the kids and they loved me.  Here are some of the things I remember most about 

CRASH Club: 
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Winter Weekend 

Winter Weekend was one of my favorite memories of CRASH CLUB.  The whole gang,15 -25 

CRASH kids, plus adult leaders would go to a camp site.  And there, it was Winter Weekend.  Camp 

Lebanon and The Blair School were some of the places we had Winter Weekend.  We would start 

each day with prayers and end each day with prayers. In between, we had groups of CRASH leaders, 

both youth and adults, that would present sections of our retreat.  The seniors would present sharings 

and we would laugh, cry and love together.  

We had amazing Winter Weekends.  Some of the themes included the Wizard of Oz, a Circus 

theme under the big top – complete with a trapeze.  Father Jim would come and say Mass for us.  

We played football in the snow, made lots of arts and crafts and built a real strong youth community.  

Good Friday Stations of the Cross 

The CRASH kids put on the Stations of the Cross live on Good Friday.  It was interactive and the 

CRASH youth served as the actors, the readers and presented it to the whole parish.  It was our gift 

to the parish.  The CRASH Club Plus choir would sing.  It was a great production. The kids would 

put their hearts into the performance.  The people of the parish enjoyed it and it grew in attendance 

every year. 

The kids liked getting ice cream at Jann’s Ice Cream and Ray and Mike and I would take them. 

Energizer Bunny  

That might have been me – Jim Palsir.  Because I would never stop.  I never stopped.  I never 

stopped.  When we had our Winter Weekend, I would keep the kids moving, working, praying and 

sharing their faith with each other.  I would get the CRASH kids up early and would keep them 

going late. The kids would yell, “Jim, Jim, let us go to bed.”  I would say only when you’re done 

with your care cards (short, positive messages all youth and adults wrote one other)  

Work Camp 

We would go through the organization that planned each work camp.  They were all over the 

country.  We did them in places like Appalachia, Trenton, and other areas that needed help.  We 

would work in groups and helped do projects on the homes of residents.  Often, the people were 

skeptical and did not care for us when we started to work on their homes, trailers or apartments.  But 

by the end of the week, they loved us and we loved them. 

It was a team-building and faith-building experience.  We would drive several hours and would 

stay in a gym at a church or at a school.  We stayed with lots of other youth groups from our region.  

We would all stay together in the gym and sleep on the floor, or a cot if you were lucky.  We worked 

hard for a week.  Sometimes we would finish the project.  Sometimes another youth group would 

come the next week and finish our project.  We painted, repaired roofs, built steps, wheelchair ramps 

and replaced floors.  Kids learned to think of other people first.  We ate homemade sandwiches, went 

to Walmart for supplies and worked hard for a week.  It was fun, rewarding, and at the end of the 

week, we did not want to leave the resident(s) we helped and they did not want us to leave. 

It was the best. 

(Recorded in 2016) 
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18 Sevy DeCocco – Joann Held 
I am Joann Held and I have a story about the Liturgy Committee. 

This also is a story about Sevy DiCocco who was one of my mentors when I first became Liturgy 

Coordinator.  Sevy was the head of the lectors and he learned to be a lector when he was in the 

service. He really led the lectors with an iron hand and was very rigorous about things, but he was 

also a pragmatist.  I think the one thing I always remember about Sevy, especially when he passed 

away a couple of years ago, is what an encouragement he was to me.  I would lead these Liturgy 

team meetings, not knowing very much about what I was doing, and afterwards I would feel very 

distraught because people have strong opinions about liturgy.  I would be out in the parking lot 

afterwards and Sevy would be out there saying to me,  ”Don’t give up, Joann; you can do it, don’t let 

them chase you away.”  He just gave me the biggest pep talk you could imagine and that was Sevy 

getting me through the first rocky couple of years.  Sevy had the rigorous side; but he also had the 

“you can do it side”, and he was very open-minded about things.  When we used to (as we still do) 

read the Passion on Palm Sunday and Good Friday in a dialogue format, we had different voices, for 

example: Jesus, the Narrator, Peter, and Pilot.  One day he said to me “I don’t know why a man 

always has to read the Jesus part, why don’t we have a woman read the Jesus part”.  Wow, Sevy, you 

are amazing.  He was like that.  He was a real blessing for us, cared a lot about the parish, and shared 

a lot of himself.  (Recorded in 2016) 

19 Pennington Ecumenical Habitat House – Kevin Byrne 
I am Kevin Byrne and I have a story about the Pennington Ecumenical Habitat House. 

 

Homily for the Ecumenical Thanksgiving Service (11/22/2000) 

Is 60: 1-5, Col 3: 12-17, Jn 1: 1-12 

How time does fly!!  It seems just like yesterday that Fr. Ron Bacovin of St. James was giving 

the homily at the last Thanksgiving Ecumenical Service.  In fact, I even remember, quite clearly, Fr. 

Ron explaining at that service that he was chosen to give the homily because, at the time, he was the 

newest Cleric in town, a Pennington tradition I guess!!  Yet, somehow it never dawned on me that 

my ordination to the diaconate, as a lowly deacon, would somehow thrust me into such venerable 

company that the honor this year would fall to me.  Go figure!! 

We all have so much to be thankful for in the year 2000.  Now Jay Leno can make all the jokes 

he wants about NJ, but we are very thankful to be in NJ this evening and not stuck in a municipal 

building in Dade County, Florida, counting dimpled chads!!  Thank you, Lord.   

Who doesn’t enjoy this time of year and the opportunity it provides for us to catch up with 

family we may not have seen for a while, and to say hello to old friends?  But even more than the 

great conversations and the wonderful food, Thanksgiving is a special time for us to examine the 

role God has played in our lives this past year.  I’d ask us to take a few seconds to think of one 

unexpected event that happened in each of our lives during this past year that was truly a blessing 

from God.  Perhaps it was the birth of a child or grandchild, or maybe it was an accomplishment at 

work or school.  Perhaps it was someone you’ve been tutoring who finally received an excellent 

grade, or perhaps you may have even lost someone very close to you this year, but through that loss 
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you learned how much others love you and care for you.  Thanksgiving is a time for us to stop and 

thank God for all of His blessings in our life.   

On a personal level, it is an honor for me to be with you this evening, because this is a special 

year of ecumenical spirit and ecumenical activity by the people of the Pennington area.  As I stand 

before you, the home we have come together to build in Trenton for a wonderful family is roughly 

half completed.   And I’ll take this time to remind you that the proceeds of tonight’s collection will 

go directly to Habitat for Humanity/Trenton. 

God’s spirit is alive and active in the work being accomplished by the Pennington Ecumenical 

volunteers in Trenton.  As I read over the three beautiful scripture readings proclaimed to us this 

evening and thought about the work the members of the churches of Pennington and the Pennington 

School are accomplishing as we build this home together, one verse in each of the readings seemed 

to resonate in a special way.  

From Colossians we heard, “Put on compassion, kindness, humility, patience and most of all 

love.  For whatever you do, in word or in deed, do in the name of Jesus.”  It is because of Jesus that 

the churches and people of Pennington have come together to build a home.  Before we began 

construction of the Pennington Ecumenical Habitat House (PEHH), people from each church and the 

Pennington School assembled at the construction site for a ground-breaking, that was much more 

than just a ground-breaking.  It turned out to be an absolutely beautiful September evening, 

witnessed by a breathtaking sunset which descended upon our construction site as we held our 

service. On that evening, our prayers arose to heaven as we promised to build a house for a family of 

God, in the name of God.  

From Isaiah we heard the words, “Rise up in splendor, your light has come, the glory of God 

shines upon you.”  Our first day of construction:  The sunshine was so bright and warm it was 

difficult to see at times, yet all the exterior and interior walls of the first floor were framed on that 

first day.  The walls were raised up for the glory of God by volunteers from each church working 

together in God’s service.   

From John we heard, “All things came to be through him, and without him nothing came to be.  

What came to be through him was life, and this life was the light of the human race.”  There is a very 

special life at our construction site and in our Ecumenical Coalition Committee.  I don’t think there 

is anyone who has worked at the construction site or helped by preparing and transporting lunch 

down to the site who has failed to experience the special life that permeates the site.  The verse from 

John says, “What came to be through Him was life”.  The life we feel at the work site is a life of 

unity of Christians, a life characterized by the humble excitement of knowing God is working 

through us. 

Like the blessings in our own lives, the ecumenical project we have embarked upon in Trenton 

has God’s signature upon it.  We are His hands as He builds this house and as we help to build the 

other six houses we’ve worked on in the complex.  The life that we all feel surging around us is 

God’s life, His spirit.  We all feel it whether we’re Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, Catholic, 

Assembly of God, AME or Episcopalian.  That is what Ecumenism is all about.  Ecumenism is not 

defined for us by a Synod of Bishops or a ruling from Rome.  God is telling us in our hearts what 

ecumenism is all about; He’s teaching us that we can accomplish miracles in His name when we 

work together.   
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Lord, we give you Thanks for creating this spirit within us.  We thank you for this wonderful 

community of people in Pennington who have listened to you and have responded to your call.  Each 

of us here tonight thanks you for all the many blessings you have given to us in our personal lives. 

We ask for your continued blessing and guidance in our work.  May all our work have its origin in 

you, may it be guided by your spirit, and find fulfillment in accomplishing your will.   Amen   

(2000) 

20 Blessing of Fr. Jim’s House – Frank McKittrick 
I am Frank McKittrick and this is the speech I gave at the blessing of the newly renovated 

Emergency Services Program building at Mount Carmel Guild in Trenton, New Jersey, on April 18, 

2015, as requested by the Board of Trustees.  The building was renamed “Father Jim’s House” in 

appreciation of his legacy gift that financed the renovations. 

I first met Father Jim McConnell 45 years ago as a parishioner at St. Mary’s in South Amboy.  

He was the pastor.  We both went our separate ways and reconnected 15 years later when I moved to 

Lawrenceville and joined St. James in Pennington. 

To me, Fr. Jim was a great example of how to be faithful and saintly while being human, one of 

us.  He was committed to the gospel, to social justice, and to pastoring his flock.  I would like to 

share a few brief stories about Fr. Jim as a mentor to the Mount Carmel Guild and as a caring pastor. 

Shortly after I retired, Fr. Jim invited me to lunch.  During that lunch I experienced the 

“McConnell Effect,” his gentle but irresistible persuasion.  “Frank,” he said, “you are going to have 

a lot of free time on your hands now, and I have an idea for you.  You may want to consider helping 

the Mount Carmel Guild.  Call Sr. Marion for a tour.  See if there is something you could do to help 

them down there.”  Shortly after that, I began my seven-year commitment to the Board of Trustees 

of the Mount Carmel Guild, most of that time as treasurer, and I began my lifetime commitment as a 

supporter of the Guild. 

Fr. Jim, however, was far more than just a master recruiter.  He encouraged our support of the 

Guild in so many other ways: 

• He initiated a program with the Pennington Market whereby parishioners would purchase 

scrip to be spent at the Market.  The Market would then contribute 5% of those funds to 

the Mount Carmel Guild. 

• Then there was the Christmas Gift Program.  This was the perfect gift for those who did 

not need anything.  You and I could make a contribution to the Mount Carmel Guild and 

we would receive a handsome card in return, which we could give as a gift.* 

• St. James parishioners were reminded monthly to contribute food to the Guild.  Bags and 

boxes of food regularly overflowed the Gathering Space.* 

Not only did he encourage parishioners’ support of the Mount Carmel Guild, Fr. Jim himself 

contributed monthly directly to the Guild.  He also included the Guild in both his will and in his 

remainder trust.   

Brooklyn born Fr. Jim, with a twinkle in his eye, sometimes referred to himself as a “country 

pastor.”  He was there for us in good times and challenging times, shepherding his flock: 

• He returned early from vacation to say a private mass at Villa Vianney for our family a 

few days before Mary underwent surgery for a brain tumor in New York City. 
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• A young parishioner died while Fr. Jim was vacationing in Ireland. When he was notified 

Jim Caddell had passed away, he cut his vacation short and returned to Pennington to 

comfort the family and celebrate that funeral Mass. 

• When Father Jim walked out on the altar unannounced at Mary’s mother’s funeral in 

Lambertville, Mary shed a tear or two.  But this was who he was. 

• Fr. Jim was there for the good times as well.  He baptized our first grandchild in 

Philadelphia and married one of our children in North Jersey. 

Fr. Jim was, as many of you know, an amazing priest.  His spirituality was contagious and far 

reaching.  Fr. Jim introduced many of us to Weston Priory, a Benedictine monastery in the 

mountains of Vermont, a place for prayerful reflection.  He supported many weekend parish retreats 

there. 

He loved God.  He loved serving God as a Catholic priest.  He loved his family, he loved his 

flock, and he loved the Mount Carmel Guild. 

I thank the Board of Trustees for acknowledging and celebrating Father Jim McConnell today.  

(2015) 

* [These programs are going strong at St. James today thanks to the many parishioners who have stepped up 

to continue them.] 

21 Garden Committee – Jeanette Wasko 
I am Jeanette Wasko and I have a story about the Garden Committee.  I’ve been part of the 

Garden Committee since it started.  As I recall, the Garden Committee was all started by Chris 

Reinecke.  We started 2 years after the new church was built in 1987.  Ribsam did the first 

landscaping and we didn’t like that because we needed flowers.  We pulled all that out and started to 

plant flowers.  We did all the flowers outside around the church, the rectory and especially the Little 

Church.  The flowers inside the church were done by a different committee.  We went with the 

perennials.  Rosemary Liccardo didn’t know what the perennials were.  We had to explain to her and 

also there were women who didn’t know the weeds from the flowers so we had to correct that.  It 

was a lot of fun.  We solved the world’s problems.  We met every Wednesday and Father Jim 

greeted us every Wednesday with a cup of coffee, I think it was coffee, always greeted us.  It was a 

labor of love really.  We enjoyed it very, very much.  I come in once in a while now but I can’t do 

anything with my knees now.   

When we started, Father Jim said he had this dog Landy and Landy is buried in the big flower 

bed.  We expected to see this dog with the legs and everything but he was cremated, that was a funny 

story.  

In the process of gardening I tossed some weeds and off went my glasses with them.  They were 

the prescription glasses, and we looked and looked and couldn’t find them.  That was the year of all 

the blizzards.  Next spring, we were gardening again and there on top of a bush were my glasses 

swinging back and forth.  

We were weeding on the patio and I said, “Who put that paper bag there?”, and here it was a 

newborn deer!  I mean it was all wet and momma was out there ruffing away, so we got out of there.   

Again, we had a visiting priest at St. James (Father Gabriel Coless from St. Mary’s Abbey) and 

he commented during a homily on the larkspur growing on the large mound.  He said it reminded 
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him of a Monet painting.  It was very nice to hear that.  The colors of the larkspur were all shades of 

lavender, pink, blue and white. 

I remember a beautiful sight when I looked out the Gathering Area window.  This was the year 

of the terrible winter when we had long icicles.  There was a mocking bird fluttering while drinking 

the droplets from the icicles. 

The Euphorbia plants in the church gardens came from Mary Babick’s garden.  The name 

commemorates Euphorbus, physician to King Juba of Mauretania.  We always called them “Mary’s 

plants.” 

This is a partial list of those who helped since 1989 by planting, watering and weeding: 

Monica Anderson   Eileen Astalosh  Mary Baird 

Eleanor Baker    Maude Belli   Joann Berkley 

Mary Babick    Sister Clara   Barbara Connolly 

Lillian Donini    Carmella Drummond  Emily Giovanetti 

Mary Jo Herbert   Erik Kelly   Kris Khan 

Mitzi Kust    Anne Litecky   Frank Litecky 

Sharon Litecky   Bill Schmidt   Joan Shurtleff 

Mary Tierney    Maxine Tyler   Mary Wagner 

(Recorded in 2016) 

22 Loaves and Fishes – Chuck Noona 
I am Chuck Noona and I have a story about Loaves and Fishes ministry. 

I am a Eucharistic Minister at St. James, who also brings communion to the homebound.  My 

wife, Peggy, and I chaired the Loaves and Fishes ministry for 14 years.  

St. James hosts the L & F meal once a year at St. Mary’s Cathedral in Trenton.  The meal is 

provided by a core group on the last two Saturdays of the month when food stamps may run low.  

We always get a terrific response from our parishioners who donate food, money and time to make 

our meal a success.  Peggy and I started locking in our date near St. Patrick’s Day and selected 

corned beef as the entrée because it is soft and many of the guests have trouble chewing.  Chief Chef 

Joe Mutinsky does an excellent job every year supervising the kitchen and preparing a wonderful 

meal worthy of a 5-star restaurant including the aroma. 

As the years went on, I couldn’t help but notice some familiar faces plus new people.  Many 

seemed caught in a vicious cycle -- single parents with several children, scraping by just to have 

food and shelter for the kids.  I started to realize that in a few years, many of these kids will be here 

as parents themselves, beginning another cycle. 

One cute kid started to grow on us.  His name was Calvin -- knee high, full of energy and by 

himself.  He grew every year, in height and mentality.  B.A. Cagney, a staffer with L & F who 

deserves a medal for all the times she has managed the Saturday morning meal, took Calvin under 

her wing.  After a period of being obnoxious and headstrong, Calvin started to become constructive.  

He helped serve food and addressed the volunteers at the pre-meal meeting.  Then all of a sudden he 

stopped coming.  No one knew what happened to him.  Several years passed and then one day he 

just showed up.  He had been taken in by foster parents.  He was in high school and played in the 

school band.  Calvin is now married and has a steady job.  It is such a good feeling to know that the 
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cycle of poverty can be broken.  It may take a lot of effort and patience, but there is reason for hope.  

The contact that the L & F program provides twice a month can enable some people to change their 

lives.  These people have the ability to improve themselves but lack the opportunity.   In fact, when I 

visited the county jail, an inmate got so excited when I told her that my wife and I used to run the L 

& F program that she wanted to know the name of our parish.  “Any group of people that will take 

the time to feed the poor and visit those in jail, I want to be part of that parish.” 

We had a saying at L & F, “The Lord Will Provide.” We never knew how many guests would 

attend the meal.  We didn’t know exactly how much food to prepare or how much we would actually 

receive.  Normally, we tried to provide about 800 meals on any Saturday morning.  Extras would go 

to places like TASK, Trenton Area Soup Kitchen.  One morning when we all arrived at 9:00am, the 

kitchen area was flooded with about three inches of water on the floor.  Therefore, before we even 

started any preparation, the mops were brought out, and we had a bucket brigade to clean up the 

mess. The kitchen staff, led by Joe Mutinsky, handled most of the dirty work.  (2016) 

23 Anniversary Dinner – Marie Palsir 
I am Marie Palsir and I have a story about Anniversary Dinners.  

Fr. Jim arrived at St. James in December of 1977 and it was not long afterward that  he suggested 

we do something to honor the couples in the parish celebrating milestone anniversaries.  Invitations 

were sent out for the first dinner and the rectory dining room was able to accommodate the number 

of couples attending.  I was the “chef,” while my husband, Jim, was the kitchen help.  As we 

prepared for the first dinner, we wanted to have a small gift for each couple.  At the last minute, we 

decided on the gift of a rose:  white for 25, yellow for 50, red for 40, and later, pink for 60 needed to 

be added.  This quick decision became a favorite tradition.   

Another tradition was created when, at each dinner, Fr. Jim would ask the couples to tell the 

story of how they met - with both sharing their own version - which at times were not the same!  The 

recounting of these stories was always the highlight of the meal.  

As the years went by, the dinner grew and had to be hosted in the Family Center , with a caterer 

providing the meal.  The passage of time also allowed for couples who had celebrated their 25th 

anniversary to return to celebrate their 50th.  And couples who had enjoyed their own anniversary 

dinner, would return as volunteers to host in future years!  

The Anniversary Dinners are among my favorite St. James memories.  The dinners were festive, 

enjoyed by couples of all ages and offered a unique opportunity for fellowship.  (2016) 

24 Prison Ministry – Jocelyn Collins 
I am Jocelyn Collins and I would like to tell you about Saint James’ Prison Ministry.  

Saint James Church has had a small Prison Ministry for many years.  When I began participating, 

it was let by Deacon Kevin Byrne….almost 15 years ago.  Gerry Brennan and Melanie Schranz were 

also active members.  Two evenings a month we would travel Route 29 to Mercer County 

Correction Center (MCCC) in Lambertville to meet with female inmates, and once a year we were 

permitted to bring an Easter meal to the Catholic men at a state facility.  Today (2017) Deacon 

Moore Hank and I participate with three folks from other local parishes and simply visit MCCC. 



21 
 

 It took a while to develop a comfort level, but after the first few visits I got used to the sound of 

metal doors slamming behind me on the way into and out of the jail.  I remembered the rules about 

“no orange clothing” or “no open-toed” shoes.  Corrections officers are welcoming and always make 

us feel safe….one in particular gave us huge “bear hugs“ and told us to “be blessed” as we left. 

Perhaps the most faithful participants over the years were Joe and Martha Logan.  Anyone who 

knew them, remembers their amazing warmth and “Southern hospitality.”  The inmates were all 

addressed as “Darlin’ “ by Martha.  It is doubtful that many of them knew many couples who had 

been married to the same person for over 50 years!  Corrections Officers and inmates alike missed 

Joe and Martha when they were no longer able to visit. 

MCCC houses approximately 800 men and women who have been arrested in Mercer County.  

Many are awaiting a court date.  Some will serve their time there if it is less than a year.  

The women with whom we currently meet come for a Christian “church service”.  We gather in a 

room that is apart from the “tiers” where they are housed.  Undoubtedly they welcome an hour-long 

respite from the noise and crowded conditions.  

We bring a reading…usually scriptural, sometimes simply inspirational, and get them to help us 

by reading aloud.  The faith-sharing that follows may be relevant or on a totally different subject, but 

it is always meaningful.  Sometimes one of the women will sing for us, or recite a poem she has 

written.  We often come away feeling that we have gained more than we have given, after listening 

to their testimonies of faith and seeing their support for one another.  

We give the women a chance to fill out a Prayer Petition card that we then post on our bulletin 

board in the Gathering Area, telling them that a member of our church will take it home and pray for 

them.  That’s really all that they ask of us….our prayers. 

We conduct a Prayer of the Faithful and individually express prayers of petition or thanks and 

respond as a group “Lord, hear our prayer.”  So many of the women are mothers who pray for their 

children’s wellbeing and forgiveness, or for access to some sort of re-entry program.  Joe Logan 

always had the same petition:  “Lord, please grant these women an early release from this jail, and 

give them the strength and perseverance to never, ever come back here again!”  That one always got 

a resounding AMEN! 

So many of the inmates we meet are there because of crimes related to their drug or alcohol 

abuse.  I often wonder if I would be in their situation if I had grown up under different 

circumstances?  “There but for the grace of God….”   (2016) 

25 Prison Ministry – Chuck Noona 
I am Chuck Noona and I have a story about the Prison Ministry.  I was involved with two aspects 

of the prison ministry for several years.   

On Tuesday evenings, a group of us went to the County jail, formerly called the Workhouse, on 

Route 29.  The incarcerated in the jail were short timers, relatively speaking.  Many were awaiting 

hearings or trials.  Some were being held pending placement in one of the State’s prisons where they 

would serve their sentence.  We focused mainly on the female inmates.  It was heartbreaking to hear 

their pleas during the intentions portion of the service.  “Let my hearing request be approved so that 

I can see my kids” was typical.  You can read the requests from the current inmates on index cards 

posted on the bulletin board in the lobby at St. James.  
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At one point during my involvement at the jail, I had been out of work for over two years, had a 

mortgage and was not yet ready to retire.  At my age, I was having a hard time even getting 

interviews.  Therefore, I asked the women to remember me in their prayers, that I may have some 

luck in finding a job.  Martha and Joe Logan -- God bless them -- were weekly attendees on Tuesday 

evenings.  When I could not make it on a Tuesday, Joe would see me at 8:00am Mass and always 

came over to tell me that the women were praying for me.  I started a part-time job and often had to 

spend evenings at work.  Therefore, I frequently missed the Tuesday evening session. 

After two and a half years, I finally got a job offer, a great offer.  The job was located in 

Bermuda, but because of a legal matter, the offer was conditional.  The binding offer was expected 

in a week or so.  I could not wait to tell Joe Logan that I finally landed a job.  Sure enough, the next 

Sunday, when Joe came up to me, I broke the good news.  Joe was happy for me and said he would 

ask the women to keep praying that the offer would be finalized.  The next day I got a second offer 

from someone I knew at my previous employer, who was starting up his own firm, and the commute 

to Princeton was a lot better.  When I saw Joe Logan at Mass the next time, I told him, “Tell the 

women to stop praying.  I can’t figure out what job to take.  If I don’t act soon, I might lose both of 

them.”  Joe laughed but understood the stress involved.  I accepted the Princeton job the next day, 

and it was the right decision.  The moral is “prayers help.”   

State Prison, Trenton, New Jersey – While accompanying Fr. Ron for weekly Mass at Trenton 

one Monday evening, the prison alarm went off as we were starting to leave.  The entire prison went 

into “lockdown.”  We didn’t know if there was a prison break, a riot or what.  We were stuck in a 

room with a few other volunteers for about an hour.  It seemed like an eternity.  Finally, we were 

permitted to leave.  It turned out that a door was inadvertently left open.  The guards had to do an 

inmate check to make sure all were accounted for.  (2016) 

26 RCIA – Margo Sciarrotta 
I am Margo Sciarrotta and I have a story about the RCIA at St. James: 

RCIA is an acronym for The Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults.  RCIA is actually a series of 

rites.  The Rite allows for people in varying stages of faith development to move forward to the final 

goal, full acceptance into the Roman Catholic Church. 

Various forms of the Rite are proper to the varying stages of faith development.  In fact, the Rite 

was developed specifically for unbaptized adults.  The Rite has been modified to provide for 

baptized Christians to become Catholics in Full Communion with the Catholic Church.   In the 

United States, this is the most commonly used dimension of the Rite.  In addition, baptized Catholics 

who have not received the sacraments of Eucharist or Confirmation are also formed through this 

Rite.  (Baptized Catholics who have received First Eucharist but who have not yet been confirmed, 

properly receive the Sacrament of Confirmation at a special celebration, usually the Feast of 

Pentecost.)  In addition to all these special needs, the Rite of Christian Initiation for Children is in 

place for unbaptized children and baptized Catholic children who have “fallen through the cracks” 

and need to be catechized in order to be on grade level with other children their age.  These are the 

main purposes of the Rite, but not all inclusive. 

The Rite, done within a sensitive ministerial setting, is a tremendous model of sharing the 

teachings of Jesus Christ and the tenets of the Catholic Church.  Guided by a team of ministers, 

usually lay Catholics, the Rite provides for weekly reflection on the scripture readings for the 
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Sunday liturgies.  Focusing on these readings, which should be over a three-year period, allows the 

unbaptized (catechumens) and baptized (candidates) alike to be exposed to the entire New Testament 

and much of the Old Testament.  Church teachings, prayers, and history are likewise explored in 

depth.  A catechist leads the session and keeps it on course, corrects misconceptions when necessary, 

encourages and supports the participants. Each participant is treated with as much respect and 

consideration possible because they are in a situation where their deepest beliefs and needs are 

sometimes exposed.  The team is very much aware of the vulnerability and fragility of these people 

who are seeking the meaning of life and the presence of God in their life situation. 

So, due to the sensitive and private nature of the process, it is difficult to relate what transpires in 

an RCIA setting.  Participants are assured over and over that what is said in the session stays there.  

This allows each individual to speak freely and it builds trust in the little community that is being 

formed and which will eventually join the larger Church community. 

But perhaps a few events can be related while keeping those involved completely anonymous. 

One of the poignant moments came one Sunday morning as the catechists waited patiently in the 

rectory parlor for someone to just “show up” since no one had yet expressed interest in joining a 

group that was in the process of being formed.  It was in September, 2001 and the catechists firmly 

believed that the country was too focused on the recent terrorist attacks to be interested in the RCIA.  

Wrong!  The doorbell rang and as the catechist answered it, she was surprised to see a family before 

her: father, mother, and two children.  They hesitantly inquired if this was the place to come if one 

wanted to become Catholic.  The catechists welcomed this family with open arms.  It was as though 

the Church was offering this little band shelter, as indeed they were.  The parents completed the 

process and were received into the Catholic Church at the Easter Vigil.  The children followed a 

different path.  But the sincerity, humility, and faithfulness of this family touched the parish deeply. 

It was the practice of the team leaders to visit each person who inquired about the RCIA process 

in the comfort and privacy of their own home.  This home visit was well-received by some who 

showed great hospitality and openness as the leaders explained the process, its joys and challenges.  

Some people were less welcoming and the visits were uncomfortable and necessarily brief!  One 

particular individual stands out, however, when he shared in wonder, “They came to my house!”  

His obvious pleasure in having visitors from the church was one of the reasons the team persisted in 

this ministry with such joy and dedication. 

Perhaps one of the saddest stories, a tale for our time, occurred during the Lenten Season.  One 

of the Gospels focused on is the raising of Lazarus.  In preparation for discussion, each participant’s 

hands were placed in a praying position.  Then a strip of cloth was bound about the hands, a symbol 

of Lazarus being bound and in the tomb.   At the end of the discussion, about 15 or 20 minutes, the 

binding was removed.  The participants were asked to describe how they felt when their hands were 

bound and when they were loosened.  Surprisingly,  one person stated that they began to feel 

“comfortable” with their hands bound.  This insight made a deep impression as the group began to 

realize how easy it is to become “comfortable” on many levels with things that are not good for 

them, be it a bad or sinful habit or something else that was to their detriment.     

One of the funniest instances occurred during an RCIA Sunday-morning session.  It was early in 

February and the church was celebrating the feast of Saint Blaise.  Saint Blaise is known for treating 

a choking person.  His intercession is invoked for keeping people from diseases of the throat.  It is 

the custom to invite anyone who wants to invoke Saint Blaise’s intercession to approach the minister 
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for a brief prayer.  The minister prays over the individual while holding two large unlit candles, in a 

crossed position, at the neck area.  On this particular Sunday, the deacon was asked to bless the 

throats of the catechumens and candidates during their regular session.  All of a sudden a figure in 

white dashed into the room, holding in front of him the two large crossed candles.  The deacon 

headed straight across the room to an unsuspecting candidate, who looked up in horror as the deacon 

approached him, candles outstretched.  The candidate backed up and put his hands out as if to shield 

his face.  To his credit, this man did join the Church, but one wonders what his thoughts were about 

those Catholic rituals.  (2016) 

27 Seder Dinner – Jan Curran 
I am Jan Curran and I have a story about the Seder Dinners.   

My St James memories begin in 1978.  Father Jim had become pastor at about the same time our 

family joined St James parish.  We were both new kids on the block. 

In short time Ernie and I realized that St James parish was a growing, family community being 

nurtured through the steady ministry of Father Jim and his selfless gift of sharing ideas through open 

dialogue. 

One of the ideas that became reality was the Seder Dinner.  In the early '80's, Karen Ranbom 

suggested the idea to celebrate a traditional biblical Seder in order to enhance St. James 

understanding of Easter.  Of course, Fr Jim put the leadership of that idea back into her hands, and 

with the help and valuable knowledge of her Jewish husband, Wayne, the Seder tradition was 

begun.  

The first Seder was held in the rectory dining room with a small group of interested parishioners 

attending.  Subsequent Seders overflowed the room and evolved into four Seder dinners each Easter 

season.  The gatherings became significant inspirational experiences for St. James and an important 

part of its ecumenical family. 

The dinners were prepared in the rectory kitchen by Marie Palsir with her "kitchen staff" 

prepping and serving under her direct supervision.  However, certain secrets of the leg of lamb 

success and "Marie's Potatoes" were never revealed. 

Judy Masterson, Donna Zarzecki and I were a consistent part of the “kitchen staff” and many 

others helped out at various times. 

My memory of those days of the Seder dinners is a loving reminder of the value of Father Jim's 

ability to promote parishioners' ideas.  (2016) 

28 Lazarus Ministry – Pat Fisher 
I am Pat Fisher and this is about the Lazarus Ministry at St. James in the 90's.  Rosemary 

Liccardo and I co-ordinated during that time.  Father Jim wanted to have soup at every luncheon, 

even if it was the middle of summer, for those who had no appetite.  Martha Logan always made 

soup.  She and Joe tried to attend each funeral and lunch and speak with the family members.  Father 

Jim always came back to speak with the family as well.  Joe always wore a sport coat to the funerals. 

We had a great group of regular volunteers for many years and felt really connected to each 

other.  (2016) 
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29 St. James Nursery School – Dolores Sabino 
I am Dolores Sabino and this is a story about the St. James Nursery School.  Several years ago, 

Father Jim asked me to head the St. James Nursery School.  We had three- and four-year-olds.  I 

taught the four-year-olds and we had wonderful teachers and aides for both classes.  The children 

were lots of fun.  For example, once a child asked me if we could do something special (I can’t 

remember exactly what it was) and my answer was, “Yes, if you behave.”  He said, “I’m being 

have.”  These are the things I remember. 

We played in the gym and on nice days we played on the playground.  We sang songs, I read 

stories and we did art work.  The children had great times together.  Father Jim and his dog, Landy, 

visited us many times.  He loved the kids and they loved him. 

Each year we celebrated holidays in the church with everyone (children, teachers, parishioners, 

parents and friends).  I had wonderful years in the nursery school and I’m sure St. James Nursery 

School is still a wonderful opportunity for children, teachers and parents.  (Recorded in 2016) 

30 St. James Nursery School – Barbara Russell 
I am Barbara Russell and I have a story about the St. James Nursery School. 

For over twenty years I worked at St. James Nursery School, first as a teacher, then as the 

Director.  When I started there, the preschool was in its fledgling years.  It was exciting to be a part 

of a growing faith-based program for little ones.  Dolores Sabino was in charge, and she brought 

enthusiasm and creativity in building a school for the parish and community.  We were on an 

extremely tight budget, so every penny was carefully spent.  We were constantly on the lookout for 

bargains, sales, and donations of equipment and materials.  At the time, we could not have an outside 

play-ground, so Dolores created one inside the gym.  She bought balls, hoops, balance beams, bean 

bags, etc. for the children, but the best purchase of all… tricycles!  (Back then, that was a rather 

novel idea for indoor play.)  The children were ecstatic!  There were 12 low-slung plastic trikes 

flying around the gymnasium each school day.  I can remember more than one child who was 

reluctant to separate from Mommy, but upon seeing the huge gym with the colorful trikes, decided to 

dry those tears and come happily play with us. 

But what I remember most about the preschool was the warmth that filled the hallways.  It was 

more than just the bright decorations on the walls or the sunshine that streamed through our 

windows.  You could hear the hum of activity as the children played and learned in their classrooms.  

There was singing, laughter, shared conversations, and I do admit, an occasional howl of a temper 

tantrum!  Special, too, were the visits from other St. James staff members.  While we were dancing, 

Sister Christina would come in to show us a few dance moves.  Deacon Jim Palsir liked to display 

his basketball skills, as did Tom Monahan.   A guitar accompanied Monsignor Bacovin, and he 

would try to teach the children some of his favorite songs. However, the funniest visit was from 

Deacon Moore Hank.  He was still not well-known to our new group of students, so I decided to quiz 

them as to his identity: 

“Girls and Boys, do you know the name of our visitor?”    

   Silence.   
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As they stared at the tall, bearded man in our doorway, I prompted them with, “You probably 

know him from church…”  A little boy then shouted out he knew the answer. I  nodded my 

encouragement for him to continue… 

“It’s Jesus!” he exclaimed. 

We decided that day we needed to review the religious education portion of our preschool 

program. 

Seriously, our program at the preschool was a wonderful, playful introduction to the readiness 

skills of kindergarten and to learning of God and His love. All those years ago, Father Jim had this 

vision of creating St. James Nursery School, and I am sure there are many others like me who are 

most grateful he did.  (2016) 

31 Family Life Committee – Tony Arnone 
I am Tony Arnone and I have a story to tell about our Family Life Committee which was 

composed of four couples, the Fergusons (Jim and Doris), the Doughertys (Dick and Agnes), the 

Browns (Tom and Nancy), and us (Tony and Minnie).  One time we were over at the Ferguson’s 

house for a planning session.  I believe we were going to plan the church picnic.  Father Jim was 

there and Doris Ferguson decided that she was going to serve iced tea.  Well, we didn’t have 

anybody to watch sons Matt and Mike so we brought them along and they were the only kids at the 

session.  When the iced tea was served, Michael, was offered and took some.  He tasted it.  Minnie 

caught sight of him out of the corner of her eye and she knew he was up to no good.  He went over 

to Doris and said, “Mrs. Ferguson, this is the worst iced tea I’ve ever had.” Well, for the Family Life 

Committee, that was our mantra for years and years.  (Recorded in 2016) 

32 Religious Education – Tony Arnone 
I am Tony Arnone and I have a story to tell of an incident concerning religious education.  It 

must have been the early 80’s and my wife Minnie had a fire-engine red 1967 Volkswagen beetle 

replete with mudflats and sunroof.  It was her turn to take the kids to religious education and she was 

on her way home with our sons, Michael and Matthew, and Ed and Angeline Martin’s son, Matthew 

Martin, in the back seat of this Volkswagen.  They proceeded to West Delaware and they got to the 

intersection by Main Street when Matt Martin said, “This seat is awfully hot.”  Minnie looked out 

the window and saw smoke coming out from the back of the car.  She pulled over to the side and got 

the kids out.  Fortunately, there was a fuel delivery truck going in the other direction.  The driver 

stopped, got this huge fire extinguisher out, opened the back of the trunk which was the engine 

compartment of the Volkswagen, which was by now in flames, and put the fire out.  Well, the car 

was totaled but we understood.  We just learned that, because of that incident, Matt Martin became a 

volunteer fireman, stayed with the fire department type activities and has become Hopewell 

Township’s Emergency Services Coordinator for Hopewell Valley.  And that’s our story.  (Recorded 

in 2016) 

33 Occasional Choir – Joann Held 
I am Joann Held and I have a story about the Occasional Choir. 

This is the story about how the Occasional Choir got its name.  It was in the late 90s, a year 

when we were celebrating our 100th anniversary of Saint James.  We had a lot of special Masses and 
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at a couple of them we had sort of what we called a community choir where instead of, say, 

designating a particular choir to sing, we just pulled from all of our choirs and anybody in the 

congregation who wanted to come to rehearsal and join us.  So we had new people coming and a lot 

of excitement about singing and at the end of the anniversary year I noticed there were some people 

who really wanted to be in a choir but couldn’t make a weekly commitment.  Also there were two 

new accompanists in the parish who didn’t have any choirs, Sharon Dragan and Joe Hayes, so I 

asked them if they would join with me in a choir that would sing about once a month at the times we 

needed an extra choir, like on Christmas or on feast days or Thanksgiving, things like that.  I sent out 

a note to everybody who had participated in the community choirs and a few other people that I 

could think of and invited them to join this choir.  I said we’ll just call it the Occasional Choir for 

now until we could come up with a better name.  People came and some of the people who came 

(it’s over ten years ago) are still singing with the choir.  The Mulheisens, they were our anchors: 

Maurice was our bass, Margaret was our soprano.  As long as they were there, the choir felt like they 

could do anything and, if they weren’t there, everyone got in a panic because they were not 

experienced choir singers but they loved to sing.  So we started up and we started singing once a 

month, sometimes twice a month.  Their daughter, Peggy Stahlin, also wanted to sing with us but she 

worked on Tuesday nights so they would take the music home and practice with her and she would 

come and join us.  Now Peggy is one of our regular choir members and she’s one of our cantors and 

our other cantor is Diane Beebe who came in from another parish.  Diane has an amazing big voice 

and when Diane is there singing, everybody feels like, ok, they’ve got cover and they all sing.  They 

just step up, they look taller and they really sing better.  So even though we’ve lost people like the 

Mulheisens over the years, we have new people come in.  A lot of people have been there for a long 

time, and we’re still called the Occasional Choir.  Nobody has come up with a better name and so 

that’s how we got our name.  (Recorded in 2016) 

34 CRASH – Bob Huber 
I am Bob Huber and this story is about CRASH. 

One of my favorite memories of St. James was as an adult leader during the 1990s at St. James’ 

youth group, the “CRASH Club”.   

It was an exciting time to be at St. James.  The “new” church had recently been built. Father Jim 

(McConnell) was the pastor and my wife and her family were very involved at St. James.  My father-

in-law, Jim Palsir, was a deacon and his passion was youth ministry.  Fondly referred to as the 

“energizer bunny”, he ran the CRASH club with tireless energy, organizing Winter Weekends, 

Lock-Ins, Weekly meetings, selling hoagies every Super Bowl Sunday to raise money for work 

camp, and leading us to Diocesan Youth Rallies.  Young people from 8th grade to 12th grade flocked 

to the family center basement – the CRASH room – every Monday night for an hour of spiritual 

guidance in the CRASH room and a second hour of fun, usually in the gym. 

CRASH was a very unique faith experience, even for me as a young adult.  Being an adult 

CRASH leader became a big deal.  Each year more adults joined in to help.  Ray Altieri, Sr., Mike 

Tusay, Sr., Stan & Liz Wilk, and Phyllis Johnson also helped lead CRASH to great heights.  By the 

end of the 1990s, CRASH had 12 or more adult leaders who regularly came to help lead up to 80 

CRASH club youth on Monday nights. 
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When I first began helping at CRASH club, I was recently married to Jim’s daughter, Susan 

Palsir Huber.  Little did I know when I pledged my love to my wife, that I was also signing on for 10 

years of service as an adult leader in the CRASH club, a rewarding and faith building journey. 

Today, we have come full circle with many of our “Youth” leaders now serving as Adult 

CRASH Leaders, from Mary Lombardo to Ray Altieri, Jr. to Michael Ranbom, which brings a smile 

to all who have been touched by CRASH in their faith journey.  (2017) 

35 Flowers on Mother’s Day and Father’s Day – Barbara Connolly 
I am Barbara Connolly and this story is about distributing flowers on Mother’s Day and Father’s 

Day. 

One of my best memories of St. James dates from about 1981-82.  As part of the effort to build 

community and make everyone feel welcome and that they had a place at St. James, the parish 

started to distribute flowers on Mother’s Day and Father’s Day.  At the end of Mass, Fr. Jim would 

invite up to the front of the altar all children who had not yet received First Communion.  There 

would be multiple containers of loose stemmed flowers on the altar platform in the gym.  He (with 

help from other adults) would give each child a bunch of flowers and tell them to hand one to each 

person who came forward.  This gathering of toddlers and little kids always evoked smiles and 

chuckles: there would often be a toddler who would run right back to their parent with the whole 

bunch of flowers or an older sibling helping a younger sibling figure out what to do.  Then Fr. Jim 

would invite the adults forward and he did it in a special way.  He would invite those who were 

mothers or who “shared a mother’s love with a child, perhaps you are an aunt, or a Godmother, or a 

family friend, or some other relationship”.  That inclusive statement, I am sure, warmed the heart of 

many a person who was not a parent and told them that they were welcome and appreciated.  I 

always wondered what sorrows this simple gesture might also address.  Then the adults would come 

forward, receive a flower, and return to their pew.  He would then send the children back to their 

parent with an extra flower or two.  It was sometimes messy, but it was real.  This continued until 

about 2014. 

One year when my youngest son was about five years old, he got up on Father’s Day morning 

and was quickly washed and dressed and ready to go to 9:45 Mass.  This was not the usual Sunday 

morning scene; it was usually a struggle to get three kids up and out for Mass.  So I said to him that 

this was great that he was ready so quickly.  His response was, “Oh, I have to help Fr. Jim today.  

He’ll be looking for me to help him hand out flowers.”  I thought, wow, isn’t that terrific!  Here’s a 

child who knows that he is welcome at church, that he has a job at church, that he belongs at church.  

This was just another sign that we were building a good faith community at St. James.  We were 

learning things that we don’t really teach with words, we teach by doing.  I am very thankful for our 

years at St. James.  (2016) 

36 Liturgy Coordinator – Joann Held 
I am Joann Held and I have a story about how I became the Liturgy Coordinator at St. James.  

This is my favorite story. 

In the early 80’s, I decided I would like to join the Liturgy team at St. James.  Actually, the first 

meeting I came to turned out to be cancelled.  Undaunted, I went to next second meeting which was 

really great.  It was with Judy Masterson, Maureen Fitzsimmons, and a few other people who were 
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planning Lent.  Mostly I just observed and learned about Lent; Cycle A was beautiful.  The next fall, 

I came back and there was a Liturgy team meeting and a lot of new people, it was a really exciting 

time.  Father Jim asked us to go around the room at the beginning of the meeting and say why we 

were there to be on the Liturgy team.  It was my turn and I said that I especially wanted to be on the 

Liturgy team because I loved to see the way that the readings and the music and the environment and 

special prayers could all complement each another and make a bigger thing than any one of them by 

itself.  I love to see it all come together.  At the end of the evening we decided we would have two or 

three committees.  One committee was going to take care of the Thanksgiving celebration, another 

committee was going to plan and prepare for Advent.  So I joined the Advent committee and Father 

Jim, I thought, asked me to chair that committee because, he said, “because of the way you like to 

see things come together.”  I said I’d be happy to.  So I chaired the Advent committee, it was a lot of 

fun.  I don’t remember exactly who was with me on it but we did Advent and then we kind of 

actually did a little bit of Christmas, too; we just got carried away.  In January, people started to say, 

“So, when is the next meeting?”  I said, “Well, I’m not the CHAIR.”  They said, “Yeah, you are.”  

And I said, “No, I’m not the CHAIR,” and I got a lot of pushback.  Well, I said that I would call a 

meeting and we’ll see what happens.  I called a meeting, people came, that was January, 1985.  I 

became the Liturgy chair.  Today is May, 2016, and I’m still the Liturgy chair. 

I love to tell this story, although sometimes I’m afraid to tell it to people who are just now 

volunteering to do something.  They’re afraid it’ll be way more than they expected, or it’ll go on for 

the rest of their lives, but for me it’s been a blessing.  I meet so many people by being Liturgy chair.  

People here really want to participate and I can help make that happen.  So that’s how Joann Held 

became the Liturgy chair.  (2016) 

37 Journey to the Diaconate – Dick Currie 
I am Dick Currie, and I’d like to tell the story of how I started down the road toward the 

permanent diaconate. 

Our family moved to the area and joined St. James in the fall of 1992.  All three of us began to 

get involved in various aspects of the parish: our daughter Meg joined CRASH and later became one 

of the first female altar servers.  I became involved in Loaves and Fishes (as a result of one of Fr. 

Jim’s famous “They need …, and you’d be great …” – at something I’d never done before!).  Later 

Mary Beth and I got involved with the Mardi Gras Dinner Dance – a similar “Fr. Jim” type of 

invitation from the then-chair, Konrad Richter.  I became a lector and a Eucharistic Minister.  We 

felt were set in a wonderful parish community for good; we could turn on the auto-pilot. 

That’s when God started laughing – again! 

Early in 1996, we were hosting a small group meeting at our house one evening when the phone 

rang.  It was a social part of the evening, so I excused myself and answered the phone.  “Hi Dick; 

this is Sam Sciarrotta. … Fr. Jim, Jim Palsir and I have been talking; we’d like to know if you would 

be interested in pursuing the diaconate.”  I was so stunned that I almost dropped the phone. 

As a coincidental aside, one of the Mass readings shortly before this date had been the Old 

Testament story of how the prophet Samuel was first called (“Here I am, Lord; your servant is 

listening.”)  And now Sam was calling me.   

It turned out that a few of us had been asked, so as a group we met in the rectory, then one-on-

one with Fr. Jim.  Finally, two of us (Kevin Byrne and I) moved forward with our applications.  In 
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late May, Mary Beth and I went to visit a priest friend of ours who was stationed at a retreat house in 

Maryland, below Washington on the Potomac River.  I can very vividly remember us sitting on a 

bench by the water’s edge on a gorgeous sunny afternoon discussing it and what it would mean for 

me, for her, for our daughter.  The more we talked, the more the afternoon sun sparkled on the 

Potomac, and the more we knew the answer was “yes”.  We knew our lives were about to change 

dramatically in ways we could not know at the time, but we knew I should respond to the call.  

Kevin and I entered the Formation program in the fall of 1996 and were ordained on May 13, 2000. 

To this day, I firmly believe that the Spirit was working not simply through Sam and Fr. Jim, but 

through the entire parish community.  The St. James parish community welcomed us with open 

arms, nurtured us in our faith, and brought us to the point where Sam could literally make “the call”.  

We are eternally grateful.  (2016) 

38 Religious Education and RCIA – Nancy Lucash 
I am Nancy Lucash and this is a story about Religious Education and RCIA. 

In 1985 we moved from Baltimore and found St. James.  I joined the parish as a young mom 

with two small children and one on the way.  My first Mass experience was in the gym and it 

happened to be Deacon Jim Palsir’s first Mass celebration as a deacon.  The gym was packed and the 

atmosphere was so exciting that I was totally swept up into this new community.  As I looked across 

the aisle I noticed another young mom, pregnant like me.  This ended up being Honna Hobson.  We 

became friends that day and Rich Hobson, though now remarried, is still one of my closest friends in 

the parish. 

I tell this story because it was the community spirit and the outpouring of love and welcome that 

drew me into a strong yearning to be an active member of this small, but growing parish.  When my 

third child, daughter Meghan, was under a year old, I answered the call to become a catechist in the 

religious education program under the direction of Maureen Fitzsimmons.  Teaching fourth grade in 

the CRASH recreation room with Meghan on my hip, I fell in love with the twenty-four children in 

my care. Sharing faith was such an immense joy for me that I’ve never looked back. 

Although the classroom spaces were make-shift and materials scant, Maureen was our care-giver 

and looked out for us catechists. The following year my marriage began to crumble and it was the 

family I now had in the religious education ministry who held me up and let me know that I was not 

alone. My prayer life grew and I realized as my divorce became final that I could not go back to 

Baltimore and leave my faith family at St. James.  This was the home that nurtured my relationship 

with Christ. 

Fast forward several years – I remarried and we were blessed with a fourth child.  My husband 

Marty and I were regulars at Mass, sitting up front on the left side of the church.  My little family 

grew up in the church community and we experienced so many benefits from our faith family.  As 

my youngest entered St. James Nursery school, we found ourselves in a tough financial situation 

and, again, St. James came to our aid.  Dolores Sabino, Nursery School director, gave me a job and 

we pulled through those tough years.  I was still teaching religious education, now an “in home” 

class at my home, which was allowed back then.  Our family room was converted into a classroom 

each Tuesday afternoon and for about nine years I welcomed up to fifteen children a week to class.  

Soon I was teaching two grade levels per year and found myself drawn to return to school to 

complete a BA in Theology.  Again, finding it hard to meet the tuition bills, without me knowing, 
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the St. James community took up a collection to help me finish my education.  This confirmed that 

the decisions I was making in life were in line with God’s path for me.  As my understanding of my 

faith grew, my students became more excited to come to class. Today we would call our class a 

“small faith sharing group”.  Over the years, I saw four groups of children journey through to their 

celebration of Confirmation and as I completed my degree and began teaching religion in a Catholic 

high school, my St. James family remained my lifeboat. 

It was during this time that Deacon Sam Sciarrotta approached me about coordinating the RCIA 

(Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults) ministry.  My only experience with RCIA was shortly after 

joining the parish, when I met Rita and Tom Reischman, the RCIA coordinators at the time.  I 

learned about the process, which in the 1980’s included Catholics who wanted to enrich their faith.  

Rita had given me a beautiful book to read, Believing in Jesus, which is still with me on my office 

bookshelf.  Tom and Rita would become parishioners I looked up to in many ways.  With Deacon 

Sam’s guidance and after much training and workshops, I became RCIA coordinator and began 

working with a wonderful team of parishioners.  At present, I am still the RCIA coordinator and 

have had the privilege of welcoming many, many people to the Catholic faith.  Experiencing the 

Holy Spirit at work in people journeying to become Catholics is an incredible joy.  We have shared 

faith with people ranging from age ten to sixty-five.  The RCIA team always says that we grow 

exponentially in our faith with each catechumen and candidate we journey with.  My family has 

celebrated many, many Easter Vigils and witnessed several adult Baptisms and Confirmations.  On a 

side note, Easter Vigil at St. James is a very special event.  My children have clear memories of 

cantor Ginny Snook singing the Exsultet, Rita Reischman proclaiming the Creation Story 

(memorized) to cosmic background music in a dimmed church, and Ernie Curran parting the Red 

Sea with his outstretched hands while proclaiming the Exodus Story.  These people, and many 

others, are all my “icons” at St. James, for they have walked in faith with me, through the good times 

and bad, for over thirty years. 

In 2009, our pastor, Fr. Ron Bacovin, asked me to be the DRE (Director of Religious Education) 

at St. James.  It was a tough decision to leave teaching high school, but my parish called and after 

much prayer, I joined the staff at the parish.  Over the years while teaching religious education I had 

the honor of working with several DREs in addition to Maureen: Sr. Kathleen Doyle, Sr. Christina 

Aldarelli, and Deacon Jim Palsir.  I had big shoes to fill, but, as always, I was confident I had the 

support of my parish family.  After serving the parish as DRE for over seven years, my most joyful 

moments are working with new catechists, encouraging and training them, since I’ve been in their 

shoes, and celebrating First Communions and Confirmations.  

In 2010 we began a “Family Program” as an option for our Sacramental Prep families.  Parents 

and children come for classes throughout the year and prepare as a family for the child’s First 

Penance and First Communion.  Today it is the only option for sacramental preparation and has 

become a wonderful way for parents to connect with each other in small faith sharing groups.  We 

have a long tradition of hanging hand-made First Communion banners in our church, which families 

now make together at our Communion retreat.  These along with our First Communion quilt, another 

long-time tradition, remind us that the Church is alive and growing.  Our quilt, which used to be 

made each year by second grade moms, is now lovingly made by Peggy Muehleisen Stahlin and 

hangs in our Gathering Area each May to remind us of our young members who are joining us at the 

Table for the first time.  In order to integrate our children more fully into the Body of Christ at St. 



32 
 

James, our First Communions now occur at regular weekend Masses to allow our entire assembly to 

celebrate with these families. 

To meet the growing needs of busy families, we began offering a “summer” option in 2011 and 

this gave me an opportunity to teach children again during a “break with Mrs. Lucash” each day. 

Our children are so curious about their faith and I enjoy sitting on the gym floor surrounded by 

smiling faces who want to know more about the prophets, St. Paul and many other topics I get to 

explore with them beyond the classroom curriculum, which has allowed me to connect with our 

children in a more personal way than usually afforded for a director.  

Over the past few years the youth population has declined in the Pennington area and the number 

of classes has drastically reduced, allowing me to interact with the children in new ways.  Beginning 

a few years ago with our weekly classes, I meet with all the children for the first fifteen minutes of 

class to read them the upcoming Sunday Gospel and then break open the Word with them.  The 

children really seem to look forward to this and begin to predict how the disciples will respond to 

Jesus or what challenges “those Pharisees” will put before Jesus.  Since today’s families often do not 

attend Mass weekly, it is a way for our parish to allow the children we encounter each week to hear 

the Gospel message and possibly take it home with them to their families. 

As small faith sharing groups become more popular in parishes as a way to nurture faith, we 

have turned to a small faith sharing group model for Confirmation prep.  Using a video based series, 

our seventh and eighth graders discuss faith topics and challenges for middle schoolers in peer 

groups, led by an adult.  We are doing more in house faith in action projects to help our children 

learn how to work as “mission” in our parish.  The goal of religious education has evolved from a 

strictly classroom model to a faith sharing, group service-oriented faith community. 

As I sit at my desk in our Family Center and think back to all the changes I have seen over my 

thirty plus years as a parishioner, I smile and feel very blessed to be a part of such a generous, 

vibrant, faith filled Catholic community.  Precious members have passed on or moved away and 

many new families now make up the energy emanating through the hallways, but the heart and soul 

of our country parish remains the same.  I remember when we hung the We are the Church banners 

in both the gym and the Gathering Area.  Over the years that saying has kept me both motivated and 

accountable to the people of St. James.  (2016) 

39 Legacy Program – Ernie Curran 
I am Ernie Curran and I have a story about how the St. James Legacy Program started at St. 

James.  During a Finance Council Meeting, while Father Ron was Pastor, the subject was discussed 

and I was asked to research it and try to get it started.  It was decided to wait for our new Pastor, 

Father Mike.  Father Mike was enthusiastic and very supportive and wanted us to proceed.  He 

suggested we contact the Diocese to learn what they could tell us.  I asked Jim Caulfield to help me.  

We met with people at the Diocese in early 2012 who shared what little information there was.  Jim 

then contacted some parishes across the country who had implemented these programs.  Since then 

we worked on defining the Legacy Program, gathering the Legacy stories and establishing the St. 

James Legacy Angels’ Society.  Bob Huber, Eileen Heinzel, Judy Desai and Barbara Connolly 

joined our effort.  
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In 2013, we held small focus group sessions with parishioners to help us define the program. 

What follows outlines what the St. James Legacy Program is and what it hopes to accomplish with 

your help. 

St. James annual operating budget is now about $925,000 and too often our revenues do not 

allow us to adequately plan for and fund our facilities and extensive parish ministries.  If we can 

establish a vibrant estate planning program, we can provide monies to sustain St. James during any 

lean years and even allow for the expansion of programs, education and outreach now.  

The St. James Legacy Program has two current efforts ongoing: 

First:  The Legacy Stories of St. James.  This effort is to gather and publish the "oral history 

of St. James" as told by the people of St. James.  Approximately forty stories have already been 

obtained. The stories range from the humorous to the miraculous.  Parish subjects covered are 

ministries, social events and people - priests, staff and fellow parishioners.  

Second:  St. James Legacy Angels' Society.  Members attend no meetings, although Father 

Mike gives a parish update annually.  Membership is open to all who remember St. James in their 

wills or estate plan or note in their obituary that in lieu of flowers donations can be made to St. 

James Church.  In your estate plan you can remember St. James with a Residual Bequest, a Specific 

Bequest, a Contingent Bequest or a Charitable Trust. 

As of April 2017, the following are the Legacy Angels who have remembered St. James in their 

wills or estate planning.  We do not currently have a list of the many families who have directed 

contributions to St. James in a loved one’s obituary; we will endeavor to begin and maintain such a 

list. 

Father Jim McConnell Mary Beth and Dick Currie 

Anonymous Eileen and Paul Heinzel 

Minnie and Tony Arnone Susan and Bob Huber 

Janet Bamford and David Coats Phyllis Johnson 

Meg and Jim Caulfield Leslie and Kevin Kuchinski 

Barbara and Bill Connolly Melody Maskell 

Jan and Ernie Curran Elizabeth and Edward Truscelli 

 Marsha and Jack Watro 

Current members of the Legacy Committee are Jim Caulfield, Ernie Curran, Eileen Heinzel, Bob 

Huber, and Barbara Connolly.  The current chair is Jim Caulfield. 

We need additional help and ideas.  If you would like to join the Legacy Committee, please talk 

with one of our members.  (2017) 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


