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Faces of Faith at Work and Beyond ...

Bringing Dignity to Death

Beliefs are Foundation of Winnebago County Coroner’s Work
By Lynne Conner
Observer Correspondent

S

mall framed photos
of two infants sit on a
bookshelf in the office
of Winnebago County
Coroner Sue Fiduccia. They
are not photos of her children
or grandchildren. They are the
photos of Crystal and Noah,
two babies found dead in Winnebago County after being
abandoned by their mothers.
As county coroner, Fiduccia
became acquainted with these
children only after their deaths;
nevertheless, she is compelled
to treat them with dignity.
“One of the cases that will always be dear to my heart is the
Baby Crystal case. Her mother
threw her away like a piece of
trash,” Fiduccia said.
“She was found on Dec. 17,
2004, which was a very cold,
clear night. As the sheriff’s
deputy and I were standing
there while the investigation
was unfolding; we decided to
name her,” Fiduccia recalled.
“At that time, we did not
know what sex she was, but we
decided to call her Crystal because of the crystal clear sky on
the night she was found.”
The act of naming Baby
Crystal, providing her with a
funeral and proper burial at
Rockford Diocese’s Calvary
Cemetery, gave this neglected
child the dignity in death that
she didn’t receive in life.
Fiduccia tells an equally
compelling story about the circumstances surrounding the
discovery of Baby Noah on
July 13, 2012.
“Just a little over two years
ago, a baby boy’s body was
found amidst garbage at a recycling facility up in Roscoe,” Fiduccia said. “I asked one of my
deputy coroners to name the
infant and he chose the Biblical
name of Noah.
“As I was getting Noah’s body
ready for the funeral home, I
went into my office and grabbed
a donated baby blanket to wrap
him in,” Fiduccia said. “It’s just
those little moments of grace
that make you see God’s hands
at work,” she said.
Whether naming an abandoned baby, wrapping that
child in a handmade blanket or
arranging for the proper burial
of an unknown homeless person, the dignity and compassion Fiduccia gives to her job as
coroner can all be traced back
to her Catholic faith.
Growing up in Rockford,
Fiduccia attended St. James
Grade School and Bishop Muldoon High School. She is a
life-long member of St. James
Parish.
Fiduccia has been the Winnebago County Coroner since

(Observer photo by Lynne Conner)

Sue Fiduccia stands near a bookshelf where photos of Baby Crystal and Baby Noah sit near a donated handmade blanket. Another photo shows
a plaque with the handprints and footprints of Baby Noah. The Baby Noah case remains unsolved.

“When I’m knocking on someone’s door at 2 a.m. with bad news,
I ask God to stand there with me and I know that He does.”
—Sue Fiduccia

1995, a position she “grew into”
after the death of her husband.
“My husband was a sheriff’s
deputy… and I liked the work
that he did helping people. Our
good friend, Father (William)
Wentink asked me to be on the
coroner’s jury — this was in
the 1970s.
“Shortly after my husband’s
death in 1985, I went to work
as a secretary for Dr. (John P.)
Seward, who was the coroner
at that time. I became a deputy
coroner and then was appointed
coroner in 1995,” Fiduccia said.
She was elected to the post
the next year.
Ongoing education and training are a part of Fiduccia’s job.
“A large part of being the
coroner is on-the-job-training,”
she said, “however, I do attend
conferences and am expected to know some of the laws
and medical terminology.”
Fiduccia relies on daily Mass,

prayer and the rosary as spiritual tools to assist her in the
secular and sometimes graphic
job of a coroner.
“Many, many times when
I go out to a call, I say a little
prayer and ask the good Lord
to help me get through it. There
is not one of these calls that is
easy. They all are very, very
difficult and the only way I’m
going to get through them is if
I have the good Lord helping
me,” she said.
Fiduccia also credits Father
Wentink with helping her learn
coping strategies to combat the
stresses of her occupation.
“After a call, when I leave the
families and things quiet down,
I like to say a prayer, thanking
the Lord for helping me,” Fiduccia said.
She also counts walking as a
kind of meditation that helps her
find peace at the end of the day.
“I love to walk, and often

times, I’ll go out and my mind
will start thinking about a recent case. I will have to stop
myself and instead of thinking
about that case, I’ll say a rosary. It’s those simple things that
help me debrief from the stress
of work,” Fiduccia said.
While striving for dignity
and compassion for the deceased she encounters, Fiduccia sees her Catholic faith as
something that balances and
transcends both her personal
and professional lives.
Her faith helps her to witness
positive touches of the Holy
Spirit through the sometimes
tragic circumstances of a coroner’s calls.
“Over the years, God has put
incredible people in my life,”
Fiduccia said. “A few years
ago, I thought that we needed
to have a little more dignity for
the babies that we would get in.
I contacted a quilting organi-

zation and asked if they would
make us some quilts or blankets
that we could wrap these deceased children in to give them
some dignity. I received about
50 blankets and they were incredibly made,” she said.
“Shortly after receiving these
blankets, a young boy was murdered. His name was Thomas. I
wrapped him in a blanket and
then went over to talk to his
dad. I asked the father if he had
called his son Thomas or Tommy. The father said, ‘We called
him Thomas the Train.’ It was
only then that I realized, I had
wrapped the boy in a “Thomas
the Train” blanket,” Fiduccia
said.
“Violence and murders and
broken families and tragedies
keep happening and the only
way through it is to have faith
in God,” Fiduccia said.
“I think that going to Mass
during the day, prayer and saying the rosary is what gets me
through the day. When I’m
knocking on someone’s door
at 2 a.m. with bad news, I ask
God to stand there with me and
I know that He does.”
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Q&A Faith Shapes Work-Life Balance
By Lynne Conner
Observer Correspondent

Anna Derocher knows what it takes to oversee the production of
a 24-7 news operation. With capability, confidence and her Catholic faith, she balances the roles of journalist, wife, mother and active
member of St. James Parish in Rockford.
A native of Peoria, Derocher graduated from Winona (Minnesota)
State University with a degree in journalism. She has lived in Rockford and worked for the Register Star since 2000. She began as a
reporter, was promoted to digital editor and then assistant managing editor before becoming managing editor of both the Register
Star in Rockford and The Journal Standard in Freeport in 2012.
She is married to Ed Geeser, and they have two sons, Luke
Voelker, 12, and Abe Voelker, 11.
Recently, she answered some questions about how her faith
shapes her personal and professional endeavors.

Q
A

How did you find your “parish home” when you first
came to Rockford?

I first went to St. James Parish in Rockford as a 24-yearold “kid” pregnant with my first
child. Father (David) Beauvais
said Mass.

During the sign of peace,
he came up to me, introduced
himself and welcomed me to
St. James. I have never had
that happen, ever at any church
I have ever been to. I felt welcomed there from day one and
Father Beauvais has been a
good friend of mine ever since.
I have sat in “pew two” at 8:30
a.m. Mass since that day. When
my son Luke was born three
months premature, Father
Beauvais was the first person
to visit him in the hospital. Even
though I was relatively new to
the parish, Father came right
over, and he was there for us.
What is your involvement at
St. James Church?

Q
A

My sons both go to St.
James School, Luke is going into seventh grade and Abe
will be in sixth grade. With the
OK from our former pastor, Father (Dean) Russell, I helped
start the St. James’ website and
Facebook page.
I am a member of the pastoral
council, I lector, and I commentate. Both of my sons are altar
servers. My husband, Ed, is on
the finance council. He also is
a commentator. Our family is at

church a lot.

Q
A

What does your “parish family” mean to you?

People I have met at St.
James have truly become
family.
There were a lot of challenges in my first marriage. During
the difficult time, Father Russell
was there for Luke, Abe and
me. I would go to church alone
with my two small children.
Friend and fellow parishioner, Bill Durako, made a point
of riding with me to church
and helped me with the kids
during Mass. He and his wife,
Cathy, asked me to a Light of
the World retreat, where I made
more friends at St. James. I will
always be grateful for that support system because when my
marriage did end in 2009, my
faith family was there for me.
The ending of a marriage is
awful, but there are a lot more
support systems in the Church
than people realize. When I
married my husband Ed, Father
Beauvais did our pre-marriage
counseling and was the celebrant at our wedding. Through
my involvement at St. James,
Ed has rediscovered his faith,
and now we all attend church
weekly as a family.

Q

How are you able to incorporate your Catholic faith
into your work as managing editor?

A

Being raised Catholic, my
faith is always a part of me.

(Observer photo by Lynne Conner)

Anna Derocher, managing editor of two daily newspapers, says her faith helps her cope with life’s stresses.

“I pray a lot. I don’t
always say the formal
prayers ... , but I try to
pray whenever I think
of someone or some
issue that is on my
mind.”
— Anna Derocher
I can’t turn that off. With that
said, I do have to keep things in
check.
People (at work and in the
community) know that I go to
church, that I’m Catholic. That’s
not a secret. I’ve actually written
about it and have shared that.
It is hard sometimes to balance my faith with some of the
decisions that I have to make in
my professional life. They don’t
always go hand in hand. We
have to sometimes write stories
about the Catholic Church that

aren’t always flattering. On the
flip side, we write stories that
are.
I try to be fair and not give the
Church more or less coverage
because I am Catholic.

Q

What is the hardest part
about being Catholic and
working in the mainstream media?

A

Some of the toughest things
actually happen after church
on Sundays. I have had people
come up and ask, ‘How can you
take that position?’ ‘You’re too
liberal.’ ‘You’re too conservative.’ ‘I didn’t get my paper this
morning.’
I am always good with people
approaching me and sharing
their concerns. I also think it’s
good for people to interact with
journalists because contrary to
what some may think, we’re not
all bad people who just want to
get the story.
I also have a tough time with

many of these social issues because my personal beliefs are
sometimes one way and what
we (as a news organization)
have to cover is not necessarily what the Catholic Church
teaches.

Q
A

How does your faith help
you handle the stress and
pressures of your job?
I pray a lot. I don’t always say
the formal prayers that my
parents or grandparents taught
me, but I try to pray whenever I
think of someone or some issue
that is on my mind.
I listen to Christian music, I
like contemporary Christian music and St. James’ choir.
I run in the morning and I
meditate. I try to take a moment
and ask God for a little guidance
and thank Him for helping me.
I don’t know how I would get
through tough situations without
my faith.

Freeport Parents Teach Lessons in Giving at Home
From page 1

works to provide for the underserved through his medical
practice.
“One of the things I’ve always thought and even mentioned when speaking in public is that it’s about ‘service,’
spelled S-E-R-V-I-C-E not
‘serve us,’ ” he said.
His “aha moment” arrived
years ago during Holy Thursday Mass.
“The priest really spoke to

the whole aspect of the feet, not
only the washing of the feet,
but the feet as being the foundation of the body and keeping
people upright,” Tolliver said.
“As a podiatrist, it all really hit
home for me and put things in
perspective.”
That perspective led him to
understand there is portion of
the population in desperate
need of medical care, but is
without the necessary resources.

“I’ve always thought
... it’s about ‘service,’
spelled S-E-R-V-I-C-E
not ‘serve us.’ ”
— Roland Tolliver, D.P.M.

“We really try not to turn
people away and if we cannot
provide what they need, we try
to steer them to the organizations that can help them get the

services they need whether that
is funding or medical management or whatever they may
need,” he said.
Over the years the Tollivers
have stayed involved sharing
their time and resources and
following their faith to set an
example not only for their own
family members, but for others
who face challenges in their
own lives.
“I think a big part of our
whole family’s ministry is to

realize what the needs are out
there and to realize that there
are underserved portions of the
population especially in Illinois
where we rank at or near the
bottom for services for families
with children and young adults
with special needs,” Tolliver
said.
“Whatever we can do to
help benefit not only our own
daughter, but other families as
well has been kind of our calling.”
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Advisor Wants to Use God’s Gifts Best
By Pat Szpekowski
Observer Correspondent

T

he philosophy never
to underestimate one’s
ability to make a difference in the life of
another person has always been
one of the guiding principles of
Meritus Financial Group, a financial services and consulting
firm, located in Elgin.
The company was founded
nearly 20 years ago by its president Lynn M. Schmidt, CFP©,
a member of St. Catherine of
Siena Church in Dundee.
At her parish, she is a minister of care and for many years
she served as chair of the finance committee.
“First and foremost, my personal philosophy is that all
money is a gift from God,”
said Schmidt. “As a financial
services firm, we are in a position to use our experience and
expertise to encourage both
our clients and our employees
to be aware of the opportunity
to help others in their daily
lives.”
At Meritus Financial Group,
clients come first.
“Many financial firms turn
away clients unless they have
$500,000, $1 million or more,”
Schmidt says. “We simply cannot turn away a prospective client who has a greater need for
our services yet is less profitable to our firm.”

One of the ways her firm
walks the walk is through
its private foundation.
“Many of our clients are very philanthropic,” she said.
“Whether to our
foundation or others, we encourage them to make
donations of all
types in accordance with their
own passions and
goals.”
Meritus Financial
Group
s u p ports
many
local,
regional
and international
projects
that focus on
educat i o n ,
including an endowed scholarship at the community college
level.
The firm has brought the
national non-profit Rachel’s
Challenge program, which
is dedicated to creating safe
school environments, to Elgin
high schools. The program is
based on the life and writing of
Rachel Scott, the first victim of

Group held a successful campaign
“First and that
collected
shoes
from
clients,
foremost, my
friends and busipersonal
ness partners for
philosophy families in Haiti.
addition, the
is that all In
firm also supports
money is the building of afhousing
a gift from fordable
in Uganda.
God.”
“We
have
worked with the
—Lynn M.
USO to provide
Schmidt
oppor tunities
for our military
service men and
women to attend a
variety of Chicago
sports
events,”
said Schmidt. “It is
a special time for
camaraderie with
others while they
are away from
their own families.”
She finds great
(Observer photo by Dan Szpekowski)
Lynn M. Schmidt
joy in giving back
to these young
the Columbine, Colorado trag- men and women who often
are spending their first holiday
edy in 1999.
Meritus also supports the without their families.
“The interaction at a baseball
mission and fund raising efor hockey game, and being toforts of the St. Vincent de
gether with a group, softens
Paul Society at St. Catherine their sadness of not being with
of Siena Parish and the FISH their loved ones,” Schmidt adds.
(Friends I Shall Help) Food
Donations of time and servicPantry in Carpentersville.
es by Meritus Financial Group
Recently Meritus Financial are just as important as mon-

etary donations. Sometimes
that means teaching classes on
investing and retirement planning at a community college at
no cost. Schmidt notes that this
education can make a big difference to one individual and it
reaches a larger audience.
“It equates to the adage of
teaching a person how to fish as
opposed to giving them a plate
of fish to eat just once.”
None of this would be possible, adds Schmidt, without a
staff that enthusiastically supports the firm’s mission and
willingness to give of their own
time and talents in alignment
with the firm.
Schmidt’s dedication is deeply rooted from being raised in
a Catholic home that was centered on the faith.
“Both of my parents had
leadership positions throughout their careers,” she said.
“They always made it clear
they would never ask us, or
anyone, to do anything if they
were not willing to do it themselves.”
That meant many times the
entire family was involved and
pitched in to meet a critical
deadline.
“My parents were leaders by
living their values through action,” Schmidt proudly says.
“Their example has always
been an inspiration to me.”

Legatus Helps Top Business Leaders Grow in Faith
ROCKFORD—For Catholic
business people who wish to
grow their business and their
faith, Legatus may be just the
group to join.
Legatus, according to the
group’s website — http://www.
legatus.org — “is the only organization in the world designed
exclusively for top-ranking
Catholic business leaders and
their spouses.”
Legatus is the Latin word
for ambassador and members
act as ambassadors for Christ
(2 Cor 5:20) through their activities by bringing “together
the three key areas of a Catholic business leader’s life —

Faith, Family and Business,”
the site says.
Legatus connects “two powerful realities, the challenge
of top-tier business leadership
and a religious tradition second
to none,” the site reads.
The diocesan Rockford
Chapter was initially chartered
in September 2001, and is being reactivated through the
efforts of John and Fran Morrissey of The Morrissey Family Businesses, comprised of its
operating companies — John
Morrissey Accountants, Staff
Management, Market Dimensions, MPower HRIS Solutions
and John Morrissey Accoun-

tants, Inc.
“Legatus is up and running
and Fran and I are very excited,” Morrissey said.
He is putting together a list of
potential members, especially
in the Fox Valley area of the
Rockford Diocese.
“Our goal is to make the
chapter include members diocesan-wide, not just (from)
Rockford,” he said.
The next meeting of the
Rockford Chapter of Legatus is
scheduled Aug. 19.
Members will take part in a
rosary and Mass before heading to a reception, dinner and
talk. Dr. Timothy Gray, found-

(Photo/www.legatus.org)

Legatus Rockford Chapter meeting

Aug. 19, 5:30 p.m., St. Rita Parish, 6254 Valley Knoll Dr.,
Rockford
What: The meeting will begin at 5:30 p.m. with confession available,
5:40 p.m. rosary and 6 p.m. Mass with Father David Peck, Legatus
Chapter Chaplain. A reception, dinner and talk will be at Giovanni’s Restaurant, 610 N. Bell School Road, after the Mass.
Info: Amy Dillon, 616/717-0060, legatus.rockford@gmail.com.

ing faculty member and president of the Augustine Institute,
will be the guest speaker.
To learn more about Legatus

and requirements to join the
local chapter, call Amy Dillon
at 616/717-0060 or email her at
legatus.rockford@gmail.com.

Finding Support for Faith in the Workplace
Secular professional and civic organizations
abound. They can be helpful in maintaining and upgrading skills, networking and generally advancing in
one’s career.
But what about organizations for the many people
who would like to put their skills to use in socially just

ways that are in keeping with Church teaching?
Some Church organizations — such as the Knights
of Columbus (kofc.org), the Catholic Medical Association (cathmed.org), and Legatus (see story above), all
of which are active in the Rockford Diocese — help fill
that need.
Here are other organizations and resources to look
into:
n Young Catholic Professionals
Founded in Dallas, Texas, in 2010, Young Catholic
Professionals for young adults in their 20s and 30s,
single and married, who are pursuing part-time or
full-time professions. YCP’s mission is to promote the
message of Working in Witness for Christ ... . “
www.youngcatholicprofessionals.org/

n Catholic Professional & Business Clubs, Inc.
Catholic Professional & Business Clubs, Inc. is a
national non-profit organization which aims to support regional and diocesan chapter ministries. The first
Continued on page 10
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Aurora Family Tries to Help Any Way They Can
By Margarita
Mendoza
El Observador Editor

“Our Church gives us all the fundamentals to bring us to the right path.”

B

eing a Catholic goes
further than a Mass
on Sunday. It is a daily practice that Ruben
Diaz, Jr., and his family know
very well.
From their bakeries in Aurora
and Elgin, they not only help the
Church, but also their communities.
“We always try to help as
much as we can the church (and)
the community. For most of the
events, (we give) whatever we
can donate, bread, cakes, time,”
says Diaz.
His family helps support both
St. Joseph Parish in Elgin and St
Therese of Jesus Parish in Aurora.
From El Chicanito bakery in
Elgin, they have donated and
shared with thousands of people
their delicious cakes.
They provided the largest one
last year for the 125th anniversary of St. Joseph. The cake was
a replica of the church, which
they made big enough to feed
2,000 people.
As a Catholic family, they go
to Mass every Sunday, but most
important they practice their
Catholic values daily.
For instance, on the coldest
and more dangerous day of last
winter, a woman forgot her expensive bag, with cash, checks
and some other valuables, at El
Chicanito in Elgin.
Ruben Diaz, Sr., without any
hesitation, drove to her house.
Before she even noticed the bag
wasn’t with her, he had returned
it intact, with more than $4,000
inside.
Warnings about how dangerous it would be to go out that
day did not deter Diaz, Sr.
Diaz, Jr., says that kind of
honesty, modeled by his father,
is “the best (part) of being Catholic. ... We can choose what we
do. Our Church gives us all the
fundamentals to bring us to the
right path. I like that a lot.
“If somebody is good in our
religion,” he says, “it is because

— Ruben Diaz, Jr.

(Observer photo by Margarita Mendoza)

Ruben Diaz, Jr., checks the cash register while employees of El Chicanito bakery in Elgin work at the front counter.

they want to be good, not because there is someone forcing
them (to act) how they are supposed to act.”
As a family, he says, they
can see the hand of God in everything they do, which makes
giving back to the community a
priority.
They also recognize how important it is to give back to those
who keep them in business by
buying the bread and other food
they offer to the public.
All this, he says, happens because God is good.
“The best memory of being
Catholic is when I made my first
Communion,” he says. “That
is the first (Church) memory
I have. It is something that inspired me and made me feel important,” Diaz, Jr. says.
“Jesus Christ inspires me,”

Finding Support for Faith in the Workplace
From page 9
chapter club was
founded in 1990 in
Santa Rosa, California. Chapter clubs
host monthly breakfast and/or lunch meetings with a speaker who shares their
faith-filled message demonstrating that faith and business ethics need not be mutually exclusive terms.
www.cpbclubs.org/
n The Integrated Catholic Life
The Integrated Catholic Life™ is a site
that tries to provide
practical and relevant
content to help integrate faith, family and work.
www.integratedcatholiclife.org/
Source: Information and photos from websites provided

he adds, when “I see in St. Joseph’s a lot of people that don’t
have a lot of money, but (who
still get) together, and give
whatever they can — time,
money. They have been able to

do a lot of things (at St. Joseph)
because God brings us all together.”
The gifts of others also inspire Diaz, Jr.
“It is the same reason for go-

ing to Church, being with God,
bringing everybody together.
That encourages me a lot and
motivates me to go there, and
help them ... (we’re) just trying
to help as much as we can.”

