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KANSAS CITY, Kan. —In the 
parable of the prodigal son, 
Jesus tells the story of the 
young man who asks his fa-

ther for an advance on his inheritance. 
Subsequently, the son spends the in-
heritance on prodigal living, before 
repenting and returning home to his 
father — who greets him with open 
arms. 

Like the father in the parable, many 
Catholics are forced to stand by and 
watch their loved ones make devastat-
ing choices — in some cases, turning 
their back on their Catholic faith.  

While the faithful might feel, in cases, 
that all is lost, they must remember the 
parable’s testament of hope and ultimate 
joy for the prayerful. It is that hope the 
Marian Mantle Group of Overland Park 
has been working to spread since 2003, 
to those struggling with a prodigal loved 
one. 

“Our motto is: ‘It’s not hopeless, and 
we’re not helpless,’” said Mary Ann 
Gardner, founder of the Marian Man-
tle Group. “It’s not hopeless, because 
with God anything is possible. And it’s 
not helpless, because even if our family 
member or friend resists, we can still 
touch them with our prayers.” 

In the 10 years since its inception, 
Marian Mantle prayer groups have 
spread to Catholic parishes nation-
wide, and even abroad.  

Groups of parents, grandparents, 
friends and family typically meet 
weekly or biweekly to pray and to visit 
with and encourage one another. 

“You have not failed as a parent or 
grandparent with a prodigal, and you 
are not alone,” said Gardner. “When 
Catholics join forces in intercessory 
prayer, God is at work. If one set of 
parents’ prayers are effective, then two 
sets are going to make all the more dif-
ference.”

Gardner wrote the group’s prayer 
books — “Rosary Novena to our Lady 
of Sorrows” and “Parent’s Way of the 
Cross” — while she was praying for her 
own son’s return to the faith. 

“I wrote the books for myself at 
first, when I was really hurting,” said 
Gardner. “So they truly come from the 
heart, and I think parents and grand-
parents with prodigal children can 
really relate.  Our prayers for our son 
were answered, and we want to help 
others find the same peace in Jesus 
through the storm.”

The groups pray that their children, 
friends or family will recognize the 
truth and beauty of the Catholic faith, 
and discourage members from criticiz-
ing or writing off their loved ones.

“You can’t fix or change someone 
else’s heart, but you can pray,” Gard-
ner said. “Instead of criticizing and 
condemning, we encourage Catholics 
to focus on the Lord and to be accept-
ing of his will. Then their prodigals 
can see more clearly the love in Ca-
tholicism.” 

Gardner gives one example of the 
power of faithful prayer through the 
rosary novena to Our Lady of Sorrows. 
A Topeka mother, Rita, had been pray-
ing the rosary novena for her son who 
had abandoned the faith.

“Rita tells us her daughter and 

grandchild were murdered one Sunday 
morning before Mass,” Gardner said. 
“Rita’s oldest son blamed God, rejected 
the faith, and left college. She did not 
hear from him for three years, going so 
far as hiring a private detective to find 
him.” 

The private detective didn’t locate 
Rita’s son, and she began to think her 
child was lost to the family complete-
ly — until she was praying the rosary 
novena right before Christmas and re-
ceived a call from her son.

“He told Rita he had stood in front 
of a Catholic church for a long time be-
fore deciding to go in,” said Gardner. 
“Once he sat in a pew, he had a strong 
urge to call his mother. Three days 
later, he called home to Rita’s joyous 
greeting and was home for Christmas. 
He was shocked his family wanted to 
hear from him, but has begun to trust 
God more and more.”

The loving intercessory prayer of 
family and friends can move moun-
tains, but Gardner warns that it is not 
an easy fight. 

“We tell people to prepare for battle, 
but to expect God’s intervention be-

cause of his promises to the faithful,” 
said Gardner. “It is hard, and it is evil 
that is tearing families apart today. But 
Catholics have a variety of weapons to 
work against evil. Ultimately, howev-
er, only God can call our lost sons and 
daughters back.”

 The Marian Mantle Group has dis-
tributed over 5,000 copies of the rosary 
novenas, and recently had it translated 
into Spanish. 

The group exists solely through the 
work of volunteers, and is always ac-
cepting of volunteers and speakers to 
help propel the ministry. 

Prayer cards and booklets in both 
English and Spanish, CDs and DVDs of 
Gardner’s talks, and Gardner’s book of 
meditations on the mysteries of the ro-
sary are available on the Marian Man-
tle website at: www.marianmantle.com. 
The website also serves as an online 
support community. 

Parishioners may also request prayer 
booklets and information on starting a 
Marian Mantle Group by sending an 
email to: pray@marianmantle.com or 
by calling (913) 526-8977.

Groups offer a community of hope
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Mary Ann Gardner is the founder of the Marian Mantle Group, a prayer and support ministry for those struggling with a loved one who has left the 
Catholic faith.  In the 10 years since its inception, Marian Mantle prayer groups have spread to Catholic parishes nationwide, and even abroad.  
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TOPEKA — How much do 
you love me? It’s the ques-
tion Christ asks each of his 
followers. Twenty-three-

year-old Topeka native Anna Hall was 
just listening a little more carefully 
than most.

Hall not only delayed her business 
career in favor of service, she also chose 
to commit two years of her life to be-
come a missionary for the Fellowship of 
Catholic University Students.

The organization began in 1998 at 
Benedictine College in Atchison. With 
the encouragement of then-Pope John 
Paul II, it started out with four mission-
aries on one college campus. 

Fourteen years later, this group now 
has over 300 missionaries and a pres-
ence on 74 campuses in 30 states. But its 
goal remains the same — to offer out-
reach programs of Bible study, prayer 
groups, and devotions to Catholic col-
lege students. 

Hall was only three years old when 
she and her parents, Jeffrey and Renee 
Hall, converted to Catholicism. Her 
home parish was the former Holy Name 
in Topeka, which later became part of 
Mater Dei Parish. To support Hall’s faith 
life, she was enrolled first in Holy Name 
Grade School and then Hayden High 
School.

In grade school, Hall was as an al-
tar server and active in the Girl Scouts, 
band, sports and the pro-life club. With 
the latter, she traveled to Washington, 

D.C., for the annual March for Life.  She 
was astounded by the sea of human-
ity gathered on a cold January day to 
promote the overturn of the Supreme 
Court’s Roe v. Wade decision. In high 
school, Hall participated in a rally spon-
sored by Teens Encounter Christ (TEC), 
attended by hundreds of other jubilant 
youths in celebration of their Catholic 
faith. Both events left a lasting impres-
sion on the young Topekan.

 When she started at Rockhurst Uni-
versity in Kansas City, Mo., she met oth-
er students interested in enriching their 
faith lives. When she was a sophomore, 
she discovered the Fellowship of Cath-
olic University Students and its pres-

ence on the campus of the University of 
Missouri - Kansas City. After accepting 
an invitation to attend a FOCUS picnic, 
Hall was soon joining other UMKC stu-
dents at Wednesday evening Mass and 
Thursday eucharistic adoration.

In Hall’s junior year, she met Clair 
Westermeyer, one of the four FOCUS 
missionaries assigned to UMKC. Clair 
became Hall’s spiritual mentor and 
eventually invited her to become a dis-
ciple. In FOCUS, a disciple spiritually 
mentors other local university students. 

Hall felt “humbled” and somewhat 
“fearful” to be elevated to the next lev-
el of commitment, but with Clair’s sup-
port, she accepted and initiated a Bible 

study group bringing others into the fel-
lowship group. 

Hall’s senior year was a busy one. As 
she worked to complete a triple major 
in Spanish, psychology and nonprofit 
leadership, she remained a disciple of 
FOCUS. In the spring of 2012 she was 
asked to consider becoming a mission-
ary. It would entail postponing entering 
the job market, undertaking financial 
fundraising, making a two-year commit-
ment and relocating. 

Hall’s mother, who herself had en-
dured some financial hardship, was at 
first not excited about the missionary 
option for her daughter. But after some 
reflection, she decided to trust her 
daughter’s judgment, and Hall chose to 
accept the invitation to become a FO-
CUS missionary.

In August 2012, Hall arrived at the 
University of Oklahoma with three oth-
er missionaries to initiate the first year 
of FOCUS there. Filled with excite-
ment, joy, fear, and curiosity, Hall began 
to implement the procedures taught 
during her preparation classes. There 
was some initial concern over how this 
group, a Catholic outreach program, 
would be received in what is called the 
Bible Belt. But Hall soon found the pos-
itive response from the students over-
whelming.

The missionary life — even at OU — 
is not an easy one. Every morning begins 
with Mass at 8 a.m., individual prayer at 
9 a.m., and a small meeting with the oth-
er missionaries most mornings. After 
prayer, each missionary departs to focus 
on incarnational evangelization — i.e., 
sharing the Gospel in terms of relation-
ships with the other students. To date, 
Hall describes her experience as “awe-
some, rewarding . . . and gratifying.”

For more information on FOCUS, 
visit the website at: www.focus.org.
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Participating in a 5K run together are, from left: Father Jim Chamberlain; Hayley Ryckman, a student at 
the University of Oklahoma; Kelsey Bob, FOCUS missionary; and Anna Hall, FOCUS missionary. Hall has 
delayed her entry into the work force to become a missionary for FOCUS for two years.

Concrete Work
Any type of repair and new work

Driveways, Walks, Patios
Member of Queen of the Holy Rosary Parish

Harvey M. Kascht (913) 262-1555

Catholic outreach finds success in Bible Belt
n Topeka Catholic
commits two years 
as focus missionary


