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S 
haron Mack strolls over to ,
look at a century-old terra 
cotta cherub to remind !1erself of the tough and tender 

Journey that led her to this place where music soars. 
"This is why I'm here, really," 

says Mack, 45, executive director of St. Cecilia Music Society, as 
she peers through glass at the 
salvaged clay cherub that used to 
adorn the outside of the
111-year-old building. 

She used to take long walks 
do�town, studying the beautiful
architecture of the city's historic buildings. 

"One day, I walked past and
saw these terra cotta cherubs
holding onto musical 
inst�ments," Mack says. 
Fascm�t�d, she tried to get into 
the bmldmg to see what it was, 
but the door was locked. 

So Mack crossed the street to 
the Grand Rapids Public Library 
and spent the whole day reading 
about the history of the St. Cecilia 
Music Society. 

A week and a half later, she 
read an ad in The Grand Rapids 
Press for a part-time receptionist 

. at St. Cecilia. 
"They were so surprised I knew 

so much about St. Cecilia - I was 
actually correcting them on some 
things," Mack says with a laugh. 

She was hired in August 1997. 
By March 1999, she had worked
her way up to executive director. 
She manages a budget of more 
than $750,000, a full-time staff of 

• six, develops programs and raises
money. 

It's all the more amazing to her 
when she thinks back to who she 
was when she took the job. 

She fled Marshall 10 years ago 
and an abusive husband. 

"It was a life-or-death 
situation," Mack says, and it's still 
hard fot her to talk about. "I 
opened the door of my home, 

· walked out and didn't tum back.
And when I did that, I really 
walked away from my identity." 

She was editor of the Marshall 
Chronicle newspaper and heavily 
involved in the community there, 
she �ays. She ended up in Grand 
Rapids to start her life over. 

"I was ego-battered, big time," 
Mack says. "I had this devastating 
feeling of shame that was a 
terrible burden. I knew I needed 
to grow. But I felt undeserving of 
anyone's kindness." 

She worked at a deli, a book 
store and a coffee shop while 
taking classes at Aquinas College. 

A longtime lover of the arts, 
Mack didn't have money for 
tickets to the symphony or the 
ballet. She called their offices to 
tell 'them she wanted to go, and 
they gave her tickets. 

"I had to be resourceful in a 
way I didn't know I could be," she 
says. 

"The· hardest three words in the 
world to say are 'I need help.' 
Asking for help reveals to people 
that you don't have it all 
together." 

Slowly, she's put her life back 
together and also helped St. 
Cecilia flourish. 

She has restructured the 
organization, revamped fund
raising and expanded programs, 
including adding Kindermusik for 
toddlers and the New Horizons 
band for senior citizens. 

She loves telling about how the 
toddlers in Kindermusik race up 
the stairs after their classes to 
dance to the music of the senior 
citizen band practicing. 

. "Wonderful things happen in 
this building," she says. "You can 
see the joy that music evokes. 

"The real challenge for us is 
building the brand of St. Cecilia," 
Mack says. 

"We no longer want to be that 
quiet little organization on 
Ransom that only families in good 
standing used to belong to. We 
want to throw our doors wide 
open and give everyone a taste of 
what we have to offer." 

They have a lot, from youth 

orchestras and ch�i;s to concerts 
featuring world�renowned 
performers. 

"I walk up here when the 
symphony is rehearsing, sit in a 
chair and just float," Mack says. 

· "The arts are healing," Mack
says with a smile. "Especially for
me." 

-;- Terri Finch Hamilton 

S.haron Mack
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'In dijfuult times, I've always used music to get me through. 
It can transport me to a different space, let me see things 

from a different perspective. Nothing does that like music. '





W
hen she retires to 
Arizona in a few years, 
"then I'll probably get out 

the knitting needles," Mary 
Williams said. 

No one who knows her believes 
it. Williams admits she's not the 
type to ever really retire. 

"I wouldn't mind going back to 
school," she said. 

Wherever Williams goes, 
judging by her history, she's 
likely to become involved in 
community activities. 

Williams, 62, has given her 
time to countless charitable 
causes, many organized through 
her Delta. Sigma Theta sorority. 
She has chaired the sorority's 
Cotillion-Beautillion, a coming
out dinner for young, black men 
and women held every two years. 

The two dozen or so high 
school students must have a 3.0 
grade point average and agree to 
attend six months of workshops 
every Saturday in financial aid, 
entrepreneurship, spirituality and 
other subjects. 

"We're down there every 
Saturday waiting for them," 
Williams said. "We've made that 
commitment, and we expect them 
to make that commitment." 

Last year, the sorority gave 
eight scholarships of $1,000 each. 
Many of the program's 
participants have gone on to 
colleges - Florida State 
University, Grand Valley, 
Western, Michigan State, among 
others. 

Williams helped the sorority 
de.velop th_e Delta Centre for Arts 
and Cultural Affairs to educate 
the community about African
American heritage. She has 
produced plays for Women's 
History Month and Black History 
Month, including "The Legacy of 
African American Women," in 
which she, with no acting 

experience, played a part. 
"I was scared to death," she 

said, but added, "I got into it. I 
had never done anything like that 
before. It's such an empowering 
experience for women who've 
never done anything like that 
before." 

Her primary concern is fighting 
the spread of HIV/AIDS. She has 
stood on street comers in Grand 
Rapids, handing out condoms and 
literature and asking passersby, 

· "Have you been tested lately?"
"It's really a passion of mine,

because it is hitting the young
people at such an alarming rate,"
she said. 

''Young people think they're
invulnerable. We have to be
realistic and understand young
kids are not going to abstain. We
are really going to have to get a
grip on this."

Williams is a founding member
and past president of Weaving
Ethnicity, an organization
dedicated to dispelling
stereotypes.

When the New York native and
her husband, Don, moved to
Grand Rapids in 1980, it was a bit
of a culture shock.

"There were things I did not
like," she said, such as the
segregation between the city and
the suburbs and the culture in the
schools.

She and Don, who became a
dean at Grand Valley State
University, set out to improve
things by volunteering their time,
while running a ho.me-based
marketing busines·s. Since then,
they've seen a lot of change in
Grand Rapids, enough that their
three children intend to raise their
families here.

As for Mary and Don Williams,
they plan to retire in a few years
and move to Arizona, leaving a.
potentially large void in Grand

Rapids. Mary believes the void 
will be filled. 

"What you do as you're doing 
the�e things is you're reaching 
back and pulling others up to, 
help," she said. 

- Pat Shellenbarger

Mary Wil'liams 
C o m m u n 'i t y . S e r v i c ·e

'What you do as you're doing these things 
\ 

is you're reaching back and pulhng others up to help. 
Hopefully, they'll be here when things need to be done. 

.... 



Patricia Gardner 
.Professions 

I 
t's 4 p.m. on a recent Friday.''' A Kent County Circuit Court 
staffer has walked into 17th 

Judicial Cirucit Court Judge 
Patricia Gardner's office to teU 
her the guardian of a foster child 
she's ordered police to pick up for 
buying a car without a driver's 

license is wondering if it can wa,it 
until Monday. 

"No," Gardner says with the 
shake of her head before covering 
her face with her hands. "It just 
terrifies me, because I'm afraid 
he's going to get hurt or kill 
someone." 

Being a family court judge is 
equal parts law and parenting. 

''I don't become his mom " 
Gardner says of the teenag�r, 
whose mother is dead and whose 
father is "not available." 

"But part of what the 
community expects is that I'll 
make common-sense decisions on 
his behalf. When I found out 
about the car, my reaction was 
'Oh, no he didn't!' " 

Gardner, 46, was born in 
Detroit and remembers tagging 
along to work with her father, a 
practicing attorney for 50 years. 
She has been practicing law for 
21 years, the last seven as a 
family division judge. 

The University of Michigan 
graduate with a Wolverine 
mousepad on the desk in her 
courtroom - "I love U of M 
football," she says - got her start 
in front of judges in 1983 as a 
court-appointed attorney for 
juveniles. 

"I loved it, and I fell in love with 
the kids," she said. "You get to 
know the children so well, and 
the parents and the grandparents 
and the aunts and the uncles." 

A mother of two, Gardner has 
become a tireless advocate for 
children and their families, as 
well as an avid joiner of boards 
and committees charged with 
issues of child welfare, Hispanic 
youth and education - she's half 
Mexican - and the revitalization 
of downtown Grand Rapids near 
her Heritage Hill home. 

"If anything, I wish I could be 
on another 12 or 20 boards," she 
said. "I wish we could do things a. 

little more, a little better, a little 
faster." 

Especially when it comes to 
kids. She admits she has cried 
tears of joy presiding over 
adqptions and tears of sorrow 
over neglected children. She also 
admits she's thought of adopting 
more than one of her most heart
wrenching cases. 

"I have had to say to parents, 
'You have to pick drugs or your 
child,' " she said. "Sometimes I 
think 'Oh, heck, I'll just take the 
kid home, I have an extra room.' 
The child can't wait." 

Gardner's commitment to kids 
goes beyond the courtroom. Five 
years ago, she started The Late 
Show program, in which 
volunteers read bedtime stories to 
children in the Kent County 
Juvenile Detention Facility. 

"It's a scary time for them, 
whether they're in there awaiting 
a court hearing or foster care," 
she said. "Many of them have 
never had a parent read them a 
bedtime story. Many of them have 
never had parents." 

She also started an 
Independent Living Closet, which 
provides donated household 

. goods to juveniles who have been 
through the court system and are 
ready to strike out on their own. 

Gardner is humble about 
receiving the Tribute award. 

"Being a lawyer from at least 
half a mino1:ity background and 
being a woman and working with 
families and kids, I see what I do 
as a privilege," she said. "And 
with that privilege comes a major 
responsibility not to frame your 
work within an eight-to-five 
business day. 

"This is a profession that calls 
you to give back. If you were to 
interview the next 10 or 20 judges 
who walked into my office, you'd 
see I'm not so unjque." 

- Morgan Jarema
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'If anything, I wish I could be on another 12 or 20 boards. 
I wish we could do things a little more, a little better, 

a little faster.' 
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W 
yoming'Park High
School art teacher
Sherrie Davis knows a 

good artist when she sees orie, 
but knows even better when 
there's a good woman behind the 
easel. 

Le Nguyen, 17, is one of those, 
Davis says. 

"Her artwork is sensitive, 
technically skilled and personally 
meaningful. She is willing to take 
a risk and create a deep level of 
conceptuali,tation behind her, 
artwork," she said. "Le is the type 
of student who sharpens a 
teacher's own thinking skills 
because of her sensitivity and 
thoughtfulness about the world 
around her." 

Le is this year's YWCA Tribute 
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Le Nguyen 
Student 

winner in the student category. 
While this honor chains onto a 

list of honors Nguyen has racked 
up as an artist, she said she never 
did artwork for the awards. The 
4.0-student, president and 
founder of the school's art club 
said it's just part of her nature. 

"Art is more flexible in terms of 
what you do," Le said, instead of 
other classes that demand specific 
answers. 

"It's really individual. Even 
,though it doesn't look like 
someone else's work, it can still 
be good. This is more something I 
do for myself." '. 

While she juggles roles as a 
chapter president of the National 
Honor Society and the National 
Art Honor Society, appears in 

Honoree 
school musicals and plays 
saxophone in the jazz band, Davis 
said students naturally gravitate 
toward her for advice about their 
artwork. 

One of Le's pieces was chosen 
as one of five to represent art at 
the state superintendent's office, 
another was one of five chosen in 
the Congressional Art 
Competition. 

"Le has been able to weave 
together academic, artistic and 
personal achievements beyond 
that of any typical young woman," 
Davis said. 

Le credits her parents, Tuan 
Nguyen and Thuy Phung, who 
were immigrants to the United 
States shortly before her birth, for 
her internal drive. 
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Asked to give advice to others 
entering high school, she said, 
"Don't feel foolish about anything 
you do. Don't hold back. The 
product will always be better. 
You'll feel better about it, and 
your chances for greatness 
improves." 

She has applied to the 
University of Michigan and hopes 
to study architecture. 

"It deals with art, but I'm really 
into math, so I wanted to use that, 
too," she said. 

Not that she will pad{ away her 
beloved dry pastels when she sets 
foot on campus next fall. 

"I hope to be able to do things 
on my own," she said. "You have 
to keep doing it to get better.". ?,.,,..,, 

- Juanita Westa'oy

''Don't feel foolish about anything you do. Don't hold bock. 
The produa- will always be better. You'll feel better about it, 

and your chances for greatness improves. "
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