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Faculty Staff Awards 2018

A Young Man’s Search for Answers
When my family and friends found out 
that I was attending a seminary college, 
they bombarded me with tough
questions. “Why do you want to be a 
priest?” “Do you know you can be a 
missionary without having to be a 
priest?” “What about marriage?” These 
were good questions, but I didn’t have 
any good answers. 

Then one day in the high school
library, I came across a book by
Joseph Ratzinger, “Jesus of Nazareth.” 
I finished it in two days. I fell in love 
with its coherent and rational account 
of Jesus, who he was and who he is. It 
led me to another book, “Mere
Christianity,” by C.S. Lewis. Now I 
could give a rational account for my 
faith.  But my search wasn’t over. 
After I entered Divine Word College,

I became acquainted with several
other authors—Brant Pitre, Scott Hahn,
Ravi Zacharias, and Stephen B. Clark. 
They led me to believe that
Christianity, specifically Catholicism, 
held the highest truth.

How could people not have faith
when you have guys like this writing
so powerfully yet so beautifully? I 
wanted to go out and show people why 
my faith is the right faith. I even 
thought about becoming a theologian. 
But that changed after my first year
of studies. 

My coursework in philosophy,
psychology, and sociology broadened 
my perspective. They caused me to take 
a more objective view of my beliefs. I 
started to realize why people

sometimes struggled 
with Christianity, 
especially after the 
way humanity has 
abused it throughout 
its history. 

At this point—and 
yes, I am young and 
prone to change—I 
have come to a 
conclusion about religion. That is, if 
you genuinely seek to love and be 
loved, you are capable of healing 
others. If you have an open mind and 
an open heart, you are capable of 
changing the world. 

With these things in common, we can 
also accept each other and strive for 
peace. 

Peggy Kass, member of the DWC kitchen 
staff, received the Donna Puccio
Distinguished Service Award for
Outstanding Service. Co-workers Sandra 
Mueller and Marlene Koopmann nominated 
her for the honor, which goes to an employee 
who provides outstanding service, strives for 
improvements, is a problem solver and 
demonstrates a willingness to go beyond the 
call of duty. 

“Peggy is always the first to ask anyone in the college if they 
need help,” Koopmann wrote in her nomination. “She is
compassionate and willing to serve.”

Emily Embree walked up to the podium wearing a smile that 
didn’t leave her face for a long time. At the Recognition and 
Awards Luncheon on April 26, college president Fr. Tom 
Ascheman presented her with the first DWC Career in 
Excellence Award. Embree is leaving DWC after 20 years as 
an assistant professor of ESL. Besides teaching at all levels of 
the ESL program, she has done research and, for a year, was 
the interim director of the Intensive English Language Insti-
tute (IELI), which coordinates the ESL program at Divine 
Word.  Fr. Tom read from the plaque that she received
marking her contributions.

“Your caring attitude and patient demeanor toward colleagues 
and students,” he read, “have all earned you the respect and 
gratitude of the entire Divine Word College Community.” 

Dr. Cathi Cleary, assistant professor of 
math and science, was awarded the 
Charles Malin Award for Excellence in 
Teaching, nominated by the students and 
approved by the college board of
administration. Among the comments 
from students who nominated her, one 
said she could not only explain scientific 
concepts, but made her classes
enjoyable.

“She is friendly and easy to talk to outside of class,” the 
student wrote. “She truly cares about her students’ 
success.”

Dr. Cathi Cleary Peggy Kass

The Good Lord works in mysterious ways.

Fr. Long Phi Nguyen, SVD, assistant dean of students, 
coordinates the ministry outreach program for students at 
DWC. Last fall, while searching for new ministry
opportunities, he walked into the Epworth United Methodist 
Church and met Shelly Rollins, who operates its after-school 
program for children age 2 through 6th grade.  

“Shelly said, ‘You wouldn’t believe it Father, I was about to 
call Divine Word College to see if there was any possibility 
of sending students here to help us,’” Fr. Long Phi recalled. 
“I believe that is the Will of God right there that brought us 
together.”

On Wednesdays this past semester, students helped with the 
program, which offered children an afternoon snack, times to 
pray and play, and wrapped up with an evening meal. 

“They help with homework, too,” Fr. Long said. “They
also help with the set up and the cleanup, prepare meals, eat 
with the children, and have fun with them.” That led to 
DWC students also assisting the church with a community 
meal it hosts on Fridays, which attracts residents from 

Epworth and surrounding
communities. Any time from 9 a.m. 
to 1 p.m., students help prepare the 
meal, serve it and clean up
afterward. Students also work with 
area elderly and mentally disabled, 
help at parishes in Cedar Rapids,
Waterloo, Davenport and Rock 
Island, and serve at food pantries at 
the First Congregation United 
Church of Christ and Hope House in 
Dubuque. 

The variety of ministry experiences are an important part of 
the missionary education students receive at Divine Word 
College. Students learn how to meet, interact with and serve 
people of different ages and economic conditions. What 
made the new connection with the Epworth United
Methodist Church so special is the way it all happened. 

“It really was a blessing that brought us together,” Fr. Long 
Phi said. “They are very friendly, they welcome us and 
they’re very happy to have our students there to help out. I 
am very happy too.”

Divine Providence, Ministries and Methodists

Tomerot Lambert

As the lives of SVDs weave in and out, around the world and 
over the years, they intersect at places like Divine Word 
College. In wonderful ways, these intersections reveal the 
respect and friendship fostered by their religious order. 

When Father Sam Cunningham, SVD, arrived last fall to join 
the faculty and do formation work, he reconnected with 
several men he knew as seminarians at the Theologate in 
Chicago nearly two decades ago. In 
fact, two were members of a
formation group he led. Today, Fr. 
Thang Hoang, SVD, is rector of the 
college SVD community,  and Fr. 
Nick Hien Nguyen, SVD, is the 
college coordinator of spiritual life. 

“This is fun because we’re 
colleagues,” Fr. Sam said.

As rector, Fr. Thang is the authority 
figure among the SVDs.  

“Fr. Sam didn’t come here and say, 
‘Oh, you were my student, you better 
behave,’” the rector said with his usual grin. “This is what 
SVDs are all about, not so much as ‘superior’ and ‘members,’ 

but as brothers who take turns stepping into leadership of the 
community.”

In the 1980s, Fr. Sam worked as a vocation director and 
actually recruited Fr. Nick to enter the SVD minor seminary 
at East Troy, Wisconsin. They reunited in Chicago 15 years 
later.

“The formation program at the
Theologate is very good, there’s no rank, 
everybody is the same,” Fr. Nick said. 
“Even the rector and dean of students, 
they are one of us. I rarely saw them as 
someone above me, so when Fr. Sam 
was there, I just saw him as another 
SVD, and I considered myself to be 
SVD even then.”

For Fr. Sam, there is a point of pride in 
seeing the young men he knew grow so 
much and do so well. 

“It’s fascinating to watch the
development of people,” he said. “The 

closest would be that if your son or daughter had children, 
watching them taking on the role of parent.”

Friendship Fostering SVD

Fr. Long Phi
Nguyen, SVD

Fr. Nick Hien Nguyen, SVD, (l) and Fr. Thang Hoang, 
SVD, (r) bracket their former formator, Fr. Sam 
Cunningham, SVD.
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