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DEAREST DONNA 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, July 20, 2019, 5:00 p.m. Mass 
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It is good to count our blessings. 

 

One of the greatest blessings in my life is my godmother, 

  also my aunt, my dad’s sister – Donna, 

  or, as I liked to call her, Donna Dear. 

 

Every time that I hear these readings, 

  I instantly think of my dear Donna. 

We just heard about Abraham and Sarah, and their hospitality, 

  and Donna was the queen of hospitality. 

We just heard about Martha and her service, 

  and Donna was all about service. 

 

Donna and my dad and the rest of the Van Sloun crew grew up in Chaska, 

  and they were regulars at Guardian Angels. 

When Donna got married to husband, John, my godfather, 

  they moved to Northeast Minneapolis, 

  and they were regulars at St. Charles Borromeo. 

 

Donna was an awesome cook, 

  and she was always having people over to the house. 

 

She would put on great feasts during the holidays around the dinner table, 

    huge turkeys with stuffing and the works. 

During the summertime she would invite all of the relatives over. 

She had a big back yard. 

Instead of the dinner table, it was a number of picnic tables. 

She used grandma’s recipes: 

  potato salad to die for, 

  baked beans by the barrel, 

  and her famous chocolate cake with tons of frosting. 

 

And it wasn’t just big meals. 

Her husband John died of tragic heart attack when he was fifty, 

  so I would go over to the house many times, just the two of us, 

  and we would have supper together, now at the kitchen table, 

  and we would talk for hours. 

 



Donna and John had season tickets for Gopher football. 

You can imagine what a sacrifice it was for me to fill in. 

We made many trips to the Metrodome together. 

 

After John died, 

  Donna became the cook at the St. Charles rectory, the priests’ house, 

    and she waited on the priests hand and foot. 

Actually, she spoiled the priests. 

She did all of the grocery shopping. 

She found out what every priest’s favorite foods were. 

She had snacks out every afternoon. 

She served up a delicious dinner every night. 

And every Saturday evening after the 5:00 o’clock Mass, 

  she served up a feast, 

    because it was the night that all of the priests were home, 

  and back in those days there were 4 or 5 of them. 

She always had a smile on her face 

  and something nice to say. 

She only did this for about 30 years! 

 

One of my most cherished memories was when I was ordained a priest. 

After my First Mass, which was at St. Charles, 

  we had a reception and a dinner in the school gym. 

So Donna whispered to me,  

  “We have to do a Van Sloun family together at my house afterward.” 

We spent the rest of the afternoon and evening at Donna’s place. 

Donna upstaged Abraham, Sarah, and Martha. 

On the day that the godmother of the newly ordained could have sat back, 

  she was going upstairs, downstairs, back yard, garage, 

  beverages here, chips and dip there, and a huge chocolate cake to boot! 

And she was super cheerful, upbeat, happy, 

  and just tickled to wait on everyone. 

 

Martha was burdened by serving (Lk 10:40), 

  but not Donna. 

 

Donna didn’t crab about waiting on the relatives. 

She didn’t’ crab about waiting on the priests. 

She didn’t crab about waiting on her husband John or her son Bill. 

Donna didn’t crab at all. 

 

There were two sides of Donna, 

  the public part that people could see, the happy servant, 

  and the private part that they couldn’t see, 

    or maybe got a little peak sometimes. 

 



Behind the scenes Donna was a very prayerful person, 

  and she didn’t blow a horn about it (see Mt 6:5-6). 

When she got up in the morning, 

 she always said her morning prayers. 

The day started with her morning offering. 

She read from a prayer book sometimes, 

  and meditation from a pamphlet at other times. 

She had some holy cards. 

Some days she would say a decade of the rosary. 

During Lent she would pray the Stations of the Cross. 

And she regularly had some “sit still time,” 

  quiet and alone,  

  attentively listening. 

When she was older, 

  she went to daily Mass occasionally – but not all the time. 

 

The bottom line is that, for Donna, every day began with prayer, 

  and it framed her whole day. 

 

It was that way Donna loved Jesus, 

  to check in with him at the beginning of the day, 

  to listen to him, 

  to honor him, 

  and to get her daily instructions. 

 

Donna did not roll out of bed and go straight to work. 

  That is the Martha Method (see Lk 10:40). 

 

Donna got up and began her day with prayer. 

  She chose the better part (see Lk 10:42). 

  It is the Mary Method (see Lk 10:39,42). 

 

In the end, 

  this is not an either-or question. 

This is not about being either Mary or Martha. 

It is a both-and question. 

It is about being both Mary and Martha, 

  but in the proper order: 

    to listen to Jesus first,  

    and then to serve second. 

 

By listening to Jesus first, 

  our love for Jesus is the top priority of the day, 

  and the service that comes later is not crabby or complaining, 

    but is done joyfully, happily. 

 



My dear Donna was an incredible blessing to me, 

  and to our whole family, 

  and all of the priests who served at St. Charles for all those 30 years. 

 

I was able to witness first hand from when I was a little boy 

  what Jesus means when he spoke  

    about Martha, the servant, and Mary, the listener, 

  and how Mary had chosen the better part, 

    not because she did not serve, 

    but because she listened before she served.   

 

Donna had them in right order, 

  and she combined them in a beautiful way, 

    listening first, 

    then big-time service with bigger-time cheerfulness, 

    never, ever, crabby. 

My memories of Donna Dear still bring great joy to my heart 

  and an occasional tear to my eye. 

 

Let us be ever mindful of the Mary Principle, 

  the prayer first method, 

  and that it applies to everything: 

    prayer before work,  

    prayer before a major decision, 

    prayer before a conversation,  

    prayer before driving, 

    prayer before taking a test,  

    prayer before taking the field. 

 

The outcome of prayer first is remarkable: 

  everything we do is guided by Jesus, 

  we are not crabby, 

  and Jesus is honored. 


