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ENCOUNTER LEADS TO CONVERSION

Fr. Brian Park
Pastor

One of the great joys of the summer so far has been 
attending Extreme Faith Camp (EFC) with our middle-
school campers, Core Team teens and Youth Ministry 
staff. This was my first time at camp, and our first 
time doing it at Trout Lake Camp in collaboration with 
Damascus missionaries—and it was an amazing and 
fruitful week for everyone involved.

The reason EFC is so effective in converting 
young hearts to follow Jesus is that it is rooted in 
encounter. Everything at EFC calls young people into 
relationship—with each other, with the teen and adult 
leaders, and with God. The campers encounter the 
love of God in fun and fellowship with each other and 
the leaders. Prayer Team teens encounter the love of 
God in hours spent in Adoration and prayer for the 
needs and intentions of the campers and leaders. The 
adult and teen leaders and clergy encounter the love 
of God by pouring themselves out in service to the 
campers. And everyone encounters God’s love in the 
sacraments—especially the Holy Eucharist.

The high point for nearly every camper is a night of 
Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament with praise and 
worship, in which a priest processes from person to 
person with the Eucharist in a monstrance, providing 
everyone with an intimate, personal Benediction in 
which the priest blesses each camper with our Lord 
in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit. This particular encounter is often profound 
and is the reason so many middle-schoolers mention 
Adoration as the best part of camp, ahead of tubing, 
laser tag, fishing, zip-lining and more. Often this is the 

Above: Fr. Brian Park leads a Eucharistic procession through Trout Lake Camp at Extreme Faith Camp (EFC) 2021. On the cover, young adult 
and high-school leaders fire up the Blue Group at EFC in mid-June. Photos courtesy of youth minister Gabby Swift.

moment in which young people make the choice to 
follow Jesus and begin to desire prayer, formation and 
the sacraments.

The same holds true for adults: Conversion is preceded 
by a personal encounter with the living God, in 
fellowship with others who love you where you are, in 
prayer and the sacraments, in quiet moments with the 
Lord on retreat or pilgrimage, or in service to those in 
need or the church. This issue of DISCIPLE touches on 
many of these things, and the next issue will feature 
opportunities for each of us to deepen our relationship 
with Jesus and our parish community. 

This fall, I hope that each of you will commit to specific 
opportunities to deepen your relationship with Jesus 
and engage in the life of our parish. Why? Because, 
as Archbishop Hebda has emphasized by lifting the 
pandemic Mass dispensation this month, we are made 
for communion.

God bless you, friends.
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Fresh Start
New principal looks forward 
to a second ‘first year’
Summer was in full swing before 
Melissa Ginther finally had time to 
reflect on the 2020-21 school year—not 
that she isn’t busy. “People say, ‘What 
do you do during the summer?’ and I’m 
not sure how to respond,” she laughs. 
“Prepare for 400-plus kids to be on our 
campus again in the fall, I suppose—
with fewer restrictions!”

Public and private schools everywhere 
are dealing with the fallout of pandemic 
protocols and restrictions impacting 
enrollment, programming, student 
learning outcomes and budgets. A 
first-year principal in a new community, 
Ginther spent the last several months 
buried in her work at St. Michael 
Catholic School (StMCS), with little time 
to visit friends and family, build new 
relationships or have fun.

“The temptation is there to look at it 
as the worst year ever, but ‘We know 
that all things work for good for those 
who love God, who are called according 
to his purpose’ (Romans 8:28),” says 
Ginther. “He wouldn’t have allowed the 
difficulties without a good reason.”

So what’s the good?

• The school was open for in-person 
classes the entire year.
• We reached our enrollment goal of 
390 students and expect more than 
420 next year.
• More than 40 first-time families 
joined the StMCS community last fall, 
and all but three of those families are 
returning next year.
• Six students joined the Church 
from these families.
• We surpassed our goals on all 
three major fundraisers.

“In any year, we would call that good 
fruit,” Ginther says. “We did not labor   
in vain.”

Even in the off-season, coronavirus 
continues to make an impact. St. Michael-
Albertville Schools are facing significant 
financial challenges from the pandemic, 
which have repercussions for StMCS 
programming including band and support 
for exceptional learners. Much of Ginther’s 
time in recent weeks has been spent 
addressing these challenges—but not 
everything from COVID was bad.

“We have our ‘COVID Keepers,’ as well—
things we did in response to the virus that turned out to be great,” 
she says. “For example, I think we’ll do Trunk-or-Treat again this fall—
and holding music and other classes outdoors, weather-permitting, 
was also a win.”

Ginther is looking forward, not just to a sense of normalcy in the 
coming year, but on resuming many of the traditions that reinforce 
the school’s Catholic culture and set it apart.

“In many ways this is going to feel like a first year for me,” she says. 
“I’m looking forward to welcoming families back to the school Mass 
and to having retreats for our students again. We’re working on 
bringing back cribbage, sending the 7th- and 8th-graders to Deep 
Portage this year, having our students at Masses at the Legacy 
[senior living community], reinstating the buddy system and God-
Time [a mixed homeroom for students in grades 5-8], and bringing 
back Grandparents Day.”

In addition, hiring two new youth ministers (see article on page 4) 
means a youth ministry presence at the school on a regular basis.

All of this has Ginther anticipating a big year ahead: “I have great 
hope that the Lord is writing the stories of a lot of saints at our 
school, if we have the eyes to see it!”

St. Michael Catholic School Principal Melissa Ginther celebrates year-end 
with three young friends. Photo courtesy of Melissa Ginther.

ONE BODY



4      D I S C I PL E  J U N E  &  J U LY  2 0 2 1

John O’Sullivan is not afraid to ask hard questions, 
so when faced with two “rockstar” candidates for an 
open youth ministry position, he didn’t hesitate: “I said 
to Father and Dave, ‘Could we hire them both?’”

When St. Michael and St. Albert parishes made 8th-
grade discipleship groups a prerequisite for discerning 
Confirmation, they knew the staff would need to grow. 
According to O’Sullivan, it was actually youth minister 
Gabby Swift who first proposed the idea.

DIFFERENT PATHS, SAME DESTINATION
New youth ministers bring complementary strengths to making young disciples

“We always talked about having four people 
someday—hiring an administrative person to help 
the three of us—but the truth is, we can all help with 
the administrative part,” Swift says. “We had the 
opportunity to hire two really strong youth ministers 
to help us do all the things we want to do. It’s a little 
earlier than we planned, but it made sense to me to 
talk about doing it now.”

With more than 700 children and teens involved in 
Youth Ministry each year, both Fr. Brian Park and 
parish administrator Dave Ferry saw the need. The 
fruits are apparent: 

• scores of young adults active in their faith 
through high school and beyond
• dozens returning each year to minister to the 
next crop of middle-schoolers
• and three priests ordained from St. Michael in 
the past seven years, all with deep roots in Extreme 
Faith Camp and Core Team

So they made it happen:  In June, Hollie (Graczyk) 
Danis and Zach Zaldivar joined the staff to expand our 
efforts to draw young people into deeper discipleship.

Both jumped in to help at Extreme Faith Camp 
this year. Both are Minnesota natives (St. Michael 
and Osseo, respectively) with a deep love of Jesus, 
His Church and the sacraments and a passion for 
evangelizing young people. 

Beyond that, the two bring different—and 
complementary—strengths to the parish, reflecting 
two very different paths to the same destination.

A Homecoming
Danis grew up in St. Michael, the youngest daughter 
of Harold (Harv) and Bonnie Graczyk. She attended St. 
Michael Catholic School, which gave her a foundation 
of faith, and in high school she encountered the Lord 
in a more personal and intimate way through her 
active participation in youth ministry. She served as 
a high-school leader at the very first Extreme Faith 
Camp in 2001 and regards O’Sullivan and former St. 
Michael youth minister Jason Becker as mentors. 

After high school, she spent a year at St. Mary’s 
University in Winona before transferring to Franciscan 
University of Steubenville in Ohio, where she studied 
catechetics and theology. She also met her husband 
of 14 years, Joshua Danis, at Franciscan. Hollie began 

Zach Zaldivar, the newest member of STMA Catholic 
Youth Ministry, greets campers in full uniform at Extreme 

Faith Camp. Photo courtesy of Gabby Swift.
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working in youth ministry in New Hampshire right out of college, 
taking only a short break after her two children, Lillie (13) and Michael 
(11) were born. Ultimately, she and her family settled back in Ohio. 
Danis worked for seven years at St. Patrick’s in Troy, Ohio, and co-
founded a young women’s ministry, BeloveDaughter (see sidebar), 
with her close friend Christen Aquino.

“As a teen here in St. Michael I was part of Armor, which led 
Confirmation retreats across the Archdiocese,” Danis recalls. “Then, 
at a Steubenville Youth Conference, the call was solidified. On Sunday 
of the conference, they did a vocations call, inviting teens who feel 
called to priesthood or religious life to stand and be prayed over. That 
year they also asked anyone who felt called to youth ministry or a life 
of service to the church to stand. I stood, and Jason and my other 
youth ministry friends prayed over me. I knew from that moment this 
was what God wanted me to do. Since then, my life has been marked 
by a passion to accompany young people into relationship with Jesus 
Christ and form them for a life of missionary discipleship through 
community, sacraments, scripture and prayer.”

In addition to a calling to youth ministry in general, Danis definitely 
feels called home to this particular position, including support for 
more than 60 discipleship groups (D-groups) and leaders.

“At St. Patrick’s, I was charged with moving Confirmation from 
high school to junior high,” she says. “We built a discipleship group 
ministry similar to what St. Michael has done. In changing the way 
we thought about ministry and forming a team who lived specific 
core values, we began to see beautiful fruit.  As we were making 

the move back to Minnesota, I was 
feeling called to continue this effort 
of team formation and a greater role 
in supporting and walking alongside 
those adults who mentor our youth—
it’s a blessing that my heart’s desire 
and this position are coming together 
around that calling as well.”

BeloveDaughter Helps Young 
Women Identify as God’s Own

Roughly two years ago, Hollie Danis 
and Christen Aquino founded 
BeloveDaughter ministry “to 
raise up a generation of young 
ladies who live from their identity 
as Beloved Daughters of God” 
through scripture, testimony and 
community. 

Their Instagram page and website, 
beloveddaughter.org, offer a 
Lenten devotional book and other 
resources to enhance prayer and 
scripture reading. They plan to grow 
into a retreat ministry in the future.

St. Michael native and new youth minister Hollie Danis (left) talks with young adult 
leader Melanie Van Dusen at Extreme Faith Camp. Photo courtesy of Gabby Swift.
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The Veteran
Zaldivar found God early one morning in Afghanistan. 
The third of four brothers in his family, he enlisted in 
the Army right out of high school, and although he 
was raised Catholic (he was a paid sacristan for his 
parish beginning in 8th grade), by the time he made 
it to basic training, church was primarily a weekly 
reprieve from being yelled at by the drill sergeant.

“I knew God was important in my life, but it wasn’t like 
He was THE important thing,” he says. “I treated God 
and faith very much like a houseplant: I better tend to 
this so it doesn’t die—water when needed—but I’m 
not focusing my life around a fern.”

Then, during a nine-month deployment in 2013, his 
platoon lost men to an “insider threat”—Afghan 
translators who turned on the US soldiers they were 
working with—and Zaldivar was confronted with the 
terrible reality of war.

“I was 20 years old at the time, and I can remember 
seeing the pine boxes with flags draped over them 
loaded on the back of a Chinook,” he recalls. “I was 
sitting in my little plywood room on my bunk thinking, 
‘This is what war, this is what sin, this is what evil looks 
like,’ and not knowing how to respond to it.”

The next day Zaldivar made a decision: He had a 
rosary and a Bible with him “with no intention of using 
them,” but he committed to reading the gospel of 
Matthew and praying a rosary every day.

“I did that for three months straight and felt nothing, 
felt nothing, felt nothing—and then one morning 
I remember walking on the airfield; the sun was 
coming up over the mountains, and I just started to 
cry. I thought, ‘This is so beautiful—why have I never 
noticed this?’ Even in a country that has known 
nothing but war, God’s beauty persists. … Creation 
remains beautiful because its Creator is good.”

That moment began his conversion of heart, as he 
realized there should be no beauty in him either, but 
the Creator had left His mark there too. He returned to 
Confession and began going to Mass more frequently, 
little by little developing a passion for sharing the 
Good News with others.

After he returned to the US, Zaldivar’s platoon 
volunteered at a local school carnival in Manhattan, 
Kansas, where he met his wife, Kyra. The connection 
was immediate. A nondenominational Christian at 
the time, Kyra exposed him to the possibility of a real, 
personal relationship with Jesus as friend, healer, Lord 
and Savior—and over time, joined the Catholic Church 
herself. Today they have two daughters, Paisley Grace 
(3) and Dani May (7 months; see sidebar below). 

Zaldivar has worked in youth ministry since November 
2017, first at St. Vincent de Paul in Brooklyn Park, 
then in Arvada, Colorado. As a volunteer with no 
formal education or prior background in ministry, he 
was surprised to be approached with his first youth 
ministry job but has definitely found his calling. A 
self-described super extrovert with a passion for 
ministering to young men, young adults and families, 
Zaldivar believes he and Hollie will complement each 
other and work well alongside O’ Sullivan and Gabby 
Swift, whom he knows from his time at St. Vincent’s.

“I like to ask, Are you convinced, or are you convicted? 
Even in a parish like this one, where there is a culture 
of Catholicism, many people are not really activated.,” 
he says. “If you are convinced about the truths of the 
faith, you’ll go to Mass most Sundays and try to be a 
good person. But if you are convicted—if you have 
experienced that conversion of heart—you will go out 
and share the Good News with others.”

“The Lord made it very clear this where I’m supposed 
to be,” says Zaldivar. “When He wants you, the doors 
don’t creak open, they fling open!”

Prayers for Dani May

Aside from the tiny oxygen tube you wouldn’t 
know it, but Dani May Zaldivar has endured a 
plethora of medical procedures for mitral valve 
stenosis and pulmonary hypertension which will 
culminate in her second open heart surgery on 
July 16. (Her first was at three months old.) 

Please pray for a successful surgery and complete 
recovery for Dani May and for peace for her family 
during this stressful time.

#StMCCBold
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Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his 
cross, and follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, 
but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. – Matthew 16:24-25

At the Second Station, our Lord embraces his cross as He prepares to 
walk the road to Golgotha, the Place of the Skull. In the background 
you can already see the crosses for the two thieves who will 
accompany Him in death, but the focus of this station in Christ and 
His cross. Jesus is portrayed here, as in the other stations, dressed 
in a red undergarment signifying his divine nature, wrapped in blue, 
which signifies humanity. This symbolic reference to his dual nature 
calls to mind his conversation with Pilate, in which Christ says his 
kingdom is “not of this world.” The god-man Jesus has otherworldly 
power, whereas his persecutors have only the power granted them 
by God in order to fulfill His plan for salvation.

The cross in this rendering and subsequent stations is more than 
mere wood. If you look closely, you see not a typical wood-grain 
pattern, but lines radiating like a star from the center. At the time, 
the cross would have been a familiar and foreboding sight, like 
a hangman’s noose—yet it became the ensuring symbol of our 
Christian faith. In Christ’s death, the bare wood of this instrument 
of torture and execution is elevated and glorified with Him as the 
means of our redemption.

The Second Station: Jesus Carries His Cross
THE ART OF WORSHIP

The Stations of the Cross begin on the back wall 
of the worship space, on the choir side of the 
main doors. The second station depicts Jesus 
and His cross.

The Fall Festival Is Going Old School!
The BOLD FUTURE construction 
project means our Fall Festival 
is headed back to St. Michael 
Catholic School this year!  

Following last year’s event, we 
will again have the Artisan Fair, 
craft beer tasting, food trucks 
and more, plus traditional 
favorites like the chicken dinner, 
silent auction, cakewalk and 
bingo.

We are looking for people to help plan this year’s festivities. Contact 
Heidi Arndt at harndt@stmcatholicchurch.org or 612-470-3740 to 
join the team!
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Extreme Faith Camp returns with new partners, new faces and a new location
With its roots right here in St. Michael, Extreme Faith 
Camp (EFC) has become a youth ministry institution 
in the Archdiocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis and 
beyond over the past 20 years. Pandemic restrictions 
reduced the usual faith-filled fun fest to a somewhat 
tamer week-long day camp last year—but this 
summer, it’s back in full force. 

Nearly 140 middle-schoolers, along with roughly 100 
teen and adult leaders from St. Michael and St. Albert 
parishes, attended the first week of camp. While 
the overall focus and feel of EFC hasn’t changed, a 
number of things are different this year:

• EFC has relocated to Trout Lake Camp near Pine 
River, Minnesota—a beautiful location with even 
better facilities and activities and room to grow as 
our ministry does.
• EFC has now partnered with Damascus and 
Catholic Youth Summer Camps, providing a 
team of missionaries to lead the camp from week 
to week,  which means a more consistent, faith-
filled experience for the campers of all weeks of 
EFC, as well as more living adult witnesses to offer 
opportunities focused on encountering the living 
Lord, empowering our youth to live the adventure of 
faith and equipping them to be missionaries in our 
community. 
• STMA Catholic Youth Ministry staffers Hollie 
Danis and Zach Zaldivar joined the team this 
year, leading the women’s and men’s sessions 
respectively and helping to coordinate the new 
relationship between our large, active Core Team 
and the Damascus team.

“With no EFC last year, most campers except the 8th-
graders hadn’t experienced camp before,” says STMA 
Catholic Youth minister Gabby Swift. “The heart of 
camp—middle-schoolers experiencing Jesus—was 
beautiful. The kids were so open, and the Holy Spirit 
was definitely there!”

RENEWED
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Extreme Faith Camp returns with new partners, new faces and a new location

St. Michael seminarian Jack Gebert is serving as a 
Damascus missionary this year and has served on 
Core Team in years past. 

“I thought it would be strange week full of growing 
pains and trials as two powerhouse ministries 
tried to combine. In reality, the week went insanely 
well, God’s hand having guided it all,” Gebert says. 
“The Damascus staff, adult team and high school 
counselors all came together to create a great week 
that combined the best aspects of both ministries. 
From their Prayer Labs to our big Wednesday 
Adoration night, it combined to give kids ample time 
to hear the voice of God. Truly a life changing week!”

Danis has come full circle, serving as a teen leader 

ENERGY

Pictured on this spread: St. Michael’s three newest priests, 
Fr. Paul Shovelain, Fr. Andrew Zipp and Fr. Josh Salonek, 
have deep connections to Extreme Faith Camp (EFC) and 
provide sacraments to the campers year after year; campers 
adore Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament outdoors; and a 
group of girls raise their voices together at EFC.  On the next 
page: Campers laugh together, get messy and rowdy, and 
make memories at EFC; Fr. Josh Salonek blesses a camper 
with Jesus in the monstrance during Adoration. All photos 
courtesy of youth minister Gabby Swift.

at EFC two decades ago and now coming as a youth 
minister with a daughter attending as a camper for 
the first time. 

“Prayer Team is new: We did have that when I was a 
teen, and it’s amazing that, for so many people, that’s 
their favorite year of camp,” she says. “You’d think, 
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What teen would want to spend a week in prayer, 
mostly in silent Adoration with the Lord? But they do, 
and they love it!”

For Zaldivar, in his first week on staff, camp was a 
whirlwind of finding ways to help a well-prepared 
Damascus team and a “Dream Team” of local young 
adults and Core Teamers with a passion for service. 

“I was blown away by the excitement and energy of 
the young men and women who come back to camp 
to serve,” he says. “We need to find ways to weaponize 
their zeal—to harness all that energy to share the 
Good News with as many people as possible and really 
bring people closer to Jesus.”

ALSO NEW THIS YEAR: HIGH SCHOOL FAITH CAMP

Our first High School Faith Camp is slated for early July. Open to students in grades 8-12, it is planned to be 
an annual offering now, with EFC open to students in grades 5-8. Eighth-graders will again have the choice of 
which camp to attend next year.

AWAKEN 
YOUR
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AWAKEN 
YOUR FAITH

WANT TO GROW IN FAITH 
AND DEEPEN YOUR PRAYER?
Join Fr. Brian Park for our parish’s first-ever Awakening 
Retreat, followed by eight Tuesday evening sessions to 
help you develop the habits of a disciple!

When: 5 PM Friday, Sept. 17 – 2:30 PM Sunday, Sept. 19

Where: Christ the King Retreat Center in Buffalo

Who: Open to all parish adults; free-will donation

For more information or to sign up, visit stmcatholicchurch.org/awakening. 
Unable to attend in September? Our next retreat will be in February!

Led by Fr. Brian Park
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SAVE THE DATE:
SUNDAY, AUGUST 22

COME CELEBRATE WITH US!
•  Fr. Park’s Installation Mass with Archbishop Hebda at 11 AM
•  Groundbreaking for the BOLD FUTURE Construction Project after Mass

We will have our full schedule of Masses, but please join us at 11 AM if you can! 

#StMCCBOLD


