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The Early Years 

The Victorious Missionaries were formed in 1964.  
I was born the same year on September 6. Two years later, my sister, 
Jean, came along. My early years were spent on a dairy farm near 
Trenton, Illinois. My chores included feeding the cows, and, of course, 
being “Dad’s shadow”, following him around everywhere. When I was 
five years old and my mom was pregnant with my younger brother, 
David, my dad passed away suddenly. Mom eventually moved with us 
three kids to the nearby town of Summerfield. She prepared me for 
school, telling me I’d be around a lot of kids. That was fine with me 
and I made friends right away. 

Starting a New Chapter
After several years, my mother remarried and my sister, brother and I all moved with her to Millstadt, 
Illinois. There I attended St. James Catholic Grade School, and later, Belleville West High School. During 
high school, Whitey Herzog and the St. Louis Cardinals inspired me to do the best that I could. I remain 
an enthusiastic Cardinal fan to this day. 

After high school graduation, my friends went their separate ways. It took some time to adjust to 
not being around a big group. The next year, I began working at the Missionary Association of Mary 
Immaculate (MAMI), the fundraising arm of the National Shrine of Our Lady of the Snows in Belleville. 
Part of my duties there was delivering incoming mail. That is where I got to learn about 
the VMs and meet some of the members. I was fortunate to have met the VM founder, Fr. 

John Maronic, OMI. I was really impressed with him. He was such 
a kind, gentle man. I remember how happy I was when the name 
was changed from Victim Missionaries to Victorious Missionaries. 
The original name seemed to generate a negative, “Why me?” 
attitude. The new name was more hopeful – we were victorious 
over any condition life threw at us. 
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A New Life
In 1989 I joined a singles group called Metro-East Social Singles (MESS). Once 
again, my life was filled with friends. Then I met a special person, Susan 
Glass. We struck up a conversation. A MESS member grabbed my hand and 
Susan’s hand and led us to the dance floor, saying, “We must get you two 
together.” And there, at one of the MESS dances, our relationship began. 
On June 3, 1995, I married Susan. In 1996 I took a different job; this time at 

a paint and coating manufacturing plant. I learned to pay attention to details. I worked there for five 
years. It was shift work so Susan had to endure times when she was alone at night. In spite of that, we 
had lots of fun times together which included going to dances, parties and Cardinal games. We also did 
some travelling over the years, one highlight being an Alaskan cruise in 2000 for our fifth anniversary.

A “New Normal”
On November 29, 2001, my life changed when I took a devastating fall off a tanker at work and suffered 
a Traumatic Brain Injury. I have no memory of the trip to the hospital. I was in intensive care for 
six weeks until I came out of a coma. Most of 2002 was spent recuperating – first at St. John Mercy 
Rehab Center five days a week and then as a daily outpatient. Beginning like a toddler, I underwent 
occupational, speech and cognitive therapies to learn to walk, talk and think again. Physical therapy 
helped me regain my balance. It was a rough start, but the better I got, the easier the relearning got. 
Eventually, the tasks even became fun. Setting goals gave me something to strive for. My speech was 
getting clearer, my balance and my cognitive and problem solving skills were improving. I was also 
relearning life skills. I made many new friends at the rehab center since they were going through the 
same challenges as me. We helped each other to succeed.  

Susan was working at the American Cancer Society, but was with me every day during my recovery. 
She was my inspiration. The almost year-long daily therapy work instilled an even stronger sense of 
perseverance and positive attitude in me. That helped me get through the ordeal. During the rehab 
process, I realized life would never be the same. I had to accept that there would be a “new normal” for 
me, but I was able to recover to the point of success where I am today. 

 

“We must get you 
two together.”



My Path to Recovery
By December of 2002, about a year after my brain injury, my neurologist suggested I do volunteer work to 
improve my cognitive and motor skills. Without hesitation, I chose to volunteer at the Shrine of Our Lady 
of the Snows because my first post-high school job was with them. Since I knew many of the staff from 
my days at MAMI, it was like coming home. While volunteering at the Shrine, I met Billie Munie, the VMs’ 
Administrative Assistant in the National Office. She suggested I join the Victorious Missionaries. I feel the 
VMs have played a big part in my recovery – through their spirituality, their friendship and their support. 
Susan and I attended the VM Days of Renewal. Being a part of the VMs helped me realize having a disability 
did not mean that I was useless. I could be a positive influence on people. Disability often means limitation 
in many people’s minds. I know my limitations, but it doesn’t stop me from doing the best I can. The VMs 
helped to get me to the point where I am today. The COVID pandemic tried to keep the Belleville VMs 
apart, but we stay in touch with daily phone texts. I would invite those who have serious injury or illness to 
consider joining the VMs so this organization can become part of their healing process. 
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The Sad Reality of 
Life
The year 2019 brought more setbacks to my 
life. In April, my father-in-law fractured his left 
hip. Susan and I decided to move in with him to 
be his caregivers. We continued to care for him 
after he left the hospital and rehab following his 
stroke in June. Life threw me another curve ball 
in early July. My wife Susan spent three months 
in the hospital. Like she did for me during my 
rehab, I faithfully stood by her side, staying 
overnight for the first ten days and then visiting 
her every day thereafter. My dad-in-law was 
my loyal companion for our daily commutes to 
Barnes Hospital. By September, the compression 
ulcer that spread an infection throughout her 
body caused her kidneys to shut down. She was 
not strong enough to breathe on her own so 
had to go on a ventilator. Eventually she needed 
a tracheotomy. We were able to communicate 
using a letter board. I would write down the 
letters to form words and sentences. Later on, 
Susan had to endure an airplane transfer to a 
long-term facility in Chicago. My father-in-law 
and I drove there to be with her. We arrived 
at the hospital at 9 pm. Her heart stopped at 
midnight. In spite of multiple CPRs to restart 
her heart, it wouldn’t maintain the rhythm. We 
decided to let her be. Susan lost her battle on 
September 28. Since she was an only child, I 
continued to take care of her father after she 
passed away. He and I were always supportive 
of one another and helped each other through 
this time of grief until he, unfortunately, passed 
away on January 17, 2020. 

The challenges of life continued the next day 
when my stepfather suffered his second stroke 
and was admitted to the same nursing home 
and the same room where my father-in-law had 
resided. After my stepfather’s discharge from 
rehab, I continued to help him and Mom with 
things around their house. My mom has multiple 

sclerosis (MS) so I assist her with the grocery 
shopping. I’m still doing that to this day.

At the end of July 2021, my stepfather was 
rushed to the hospital due to a third stroke. 
In addition, it was discovered that he now 
has Alzheimer’s. He lives in a nursing home in 
Waterloo, Illinois. He is comfortable and happy 
there. Since he is legally blind and hard of 
hearing, it is difficult to get through to him so he 
understands us, but we keep trying.

Joe & Susan Henss

The Serenity Prayer

God, grant me the 
serenity  
to accept the things I 
cannot change, 
courage to change the 
things I can  
and the wisdom to know 
the difference.
 
No matter what life throws 
at you, you can make it 
through! I read that prayer 
every morning to give me 
hope. I try to live by it, too.


