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Love in action, together. Our Amate House Fellows gather in the 
courtyard during Orientation, ready to begin a year of service, 
community, and putting love into action across Chicago. 

A year can feel like a small amount of time.

One year of living in intentional community. One year 
of showing up each day at a service site. One year of 
sharing meals, navigating challenges, asking tough 
questions, and reflecting on what it means to live a 
life rooted in service and justice.

But at Amate House, the hope has never been that 
the experience ends when the year does.

Each fall, a new group of fellows arrives with diverse 
backgrounds, experiences, and reasons for choosing 
a year of service. For Mehreen Shahid, the decision 
grew in part from seeing Amate House Fellows 
firsthand while interning at the Marjorie Kovler Center.

“I saw the value of having a community with whom 
to reflect while doing emotionally challenging work,” 
Mehreen says. As a practicing Muslim, she was also 
drawn to the way Amate intertwines faith and service 
while welcoming people of all faiths. “Through this 
year, I hope to deepen my own faith by learning 
from others, while becoming a more thoughtful and 
grounded person who sees service not simply as 
something I do, but as a way of living out my values.”

That process of formation happens in many places—
at service sites, through reflection, and especially in 
the everyday experience of intentional community. 
Already, fellow Grace Lynch is discovering how much 
growth can come simply from recognizing the gifts of 
those around her.

“I find myself in awe of the diversity of gifts each fellow 
brings to communal spaces,” Grace shares. Whether 
it is an intricate family recipe, the ability to energize 
a room, or bringing peace to a difficult conversation, 
those gifts have prompted her to consider her own. “I 
cannot wait to explore my gifts and the other fellows’ 
throughout these next eight months.”

These moments may seem small, but over time, a 
conversation can shift a perspective, a relationship 
can challenge an assumption, and an experience can 
become a lesson that lasts long after the fellowship 
ends.

Alumnus Kevin Nguyen, who is also featured in this 
issue’s Alumni Spotlight, sees that lasting impact in 
the community his cohort built during their Amate 
year. Three years after completing the fellowship, they 
continue to make time for one another.
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This fall marks an exciting new chapter for Amate House. We began the 2026–2027 
program year as an independent organization, a significant milestone in our 42-year 
history and an opportunity to look intentionally at where we have been and where we 
are called to go next.

That question has been at the center of much of our work this past year. Through our 
strategic planning process, we explored how Amate House can continue to deepen our 
traditional year-long fellowship while also finding new ways to engage young adults 
who are drawn to our mission but may not be able to commit to a full year of service 
and intentional community.

Looking ahead, we envision creating shorter-term and more flexible opportunities 
for young adults to experience the heart of Amate House through service, reflection, 
community, and meaningful conversations about faith and justice. These might 
include service immersions, small formation groups, retreats, workshops, or 
partnerships that allow young adults to engage with our mission at distinct stages of 
their lives.

We also see tremendous potential for these new opportunities to bring our alumni 
back into the life of Amate House in meaningful ways—sharing their experiences, 
mentoring young adults, leading reflection and formation, and continuing to live out 
the values that began or deepened during their own Amate year. In this way, we hope 
to both open the Amate experience to more young adults and create new connections 
across generations of the Amate community.

Of course, the heart of Amate House remains our fellows. In June, we said goodbye to 
last year’s cohort and celebrated all they gave to their service sites, their communities, 
and one another. And now, we have opened our doors to 12 new young adults 
beginning their own year of service, community, and formation. You can meet this 
wonderful new group and learn more about what brought them to Amate House on 
the next page.

As we step into this new era, I am especially grateful to our friends, alumni, partners, 
donors, and supporters who continue to believe in Amate House and in the potential 
of young adults to become lifelong leaders in service, faith, and justice. Your support 
has carried this mission for 42 years, and it makes it possible for us to imagine what 
Amate House can become in the years ahead.

Thank you for continuing to walk with us.

With gratitude, 

Jeannie Balanda 
Executive Director
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Introducing the 2026-2027 Amate House Fellows

Ivy graduated from the University of Notre Dame 
with a degree in Neuroscience and Behavior and 
a minor in Global Health. She is passionate about 
health equity and Liberation Theology, and enjoys 
running, reading, yoga, and journaling. She is 
currently applying to medical school. 

Ivy Clark
Webster Groves, Missouri

Crisis Intervention and Advocacy 
Intern 
Sarah’s Inn

Stephanie is a graduate of the University of Notre 
Dame, where she earned a B.A. in History and 
Political Science with a minor in Latino Studies. 
Stephanie is excited to support individuals navigating 
the immigration system.

Stephanie Hernández
New Orleans, Louisiana

Immigration Attorney Assistant 
Greater Chicago Legal Clinic

Grace Lynch
Sullivan, Illinois

Prevention Educator 
Sarah’s Inn

Grace is a Political Science graduate from the 
University of Notre Dame. Outside of work, Grace 
enjoys getting to know Amate House's neighbors in 
McKinley Park and the Greater Chicago area while 
trying new sports.

Olivia graduated from Creighton University with 
a degree in Elementary Education and a minor 
in Business Administration. She plans to pursue 
a master’s degree to become a Board-Certified 
Behavior Analyst, supporting children with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder.

Olivia Nystrom
Omaha, Nebraska

Volunteer Program Assistant 
Big Brothers Friends of the 
Elderly

Jonny studied Psychology and Spanish with a minor 
in Theology at the University of Notre Dame. He 
served as a Resident Assistant and Teacher Assistant 
and is interested in studying masculinity and family 
relationships.

Jonathan Mendez
Miami, Florida

Behavioral Health Fellow 
Chicago Family Health Center

Nneka graduated from the University of Notre 
Dame with a B.S. in Neuroscience and Behavior. 
Her volunteer experience in oncology fostered a 
commitment to compassionate care and global 
health equity.

Nneka Obonna
McDonough, Georgia

Population Health and Quality 
Fellow 
Chicago Family Health Center

Monica graduated from the University of Notre 
Dame with a B.A. in Political Science and Spanish. 
She is passionate about human rights, disability 
advocacy, and using law to advance justice and serve 
others.

Monica Schleg
Grayslake, Illinois

Volunteer Compañera 
Taller de José

Maddie is a graduate of Creighton University, where 
she earned a B.A. in Communication Studies with 
a minor in Business Administration. At Creighton, 
Maddie was deeply involved in service and justice 
initiatives, including leading service and justice trips.

Madelin Sitton
Omaha, Nebraska

Campus Minister 
Our Lady of Tepeyac

Mehreen graduated from Carleton College where she 
majored in Biology and minored in Arabic. She enjoys 
traveling and learning languages. She is passionate 
about equitable access to healthcare and hopes to 
pursue a career in health law.

Mehreen Shahid
Arusha, Tanzania

Healthcare Marketing Fellow 
Chicago Family Health Center

Annie Chen is a graduate from the University of 
Notre Dame, where she studied political science, 
economics, and Chinese. Annie has goals of pursuing 
environmental law, with a particular focus on water 
and tribal rights.

Annie Chen
Rochester, Minnesota

Family Law Attorney Assistant 
Greater Chicago Legal Clinic

Kristin Chun
Waipahu, Hawaii

Criminal Records Fellow 
Greater Chicago Legal Clinic

Kristin graduated from Creighton University with a 
degree in Political Science and International Relations. 
She is committed to understanding communities 
and has traveled across the country learning about 
community-forward solutions she hopes to bring 
home to Hawaii.

Kyndal Christy
Valley Park, Missouri

Intake Coordinator 
Cabrini Green Legal Aid

Kyndal Christy graduated from Saint Mary’s College 
with a degree in Political Science. She looks forward 
to growing through service, building meaningful 
relationships, and embracing the new experiences 
and opportunities her year at Amate House will bring.



“Through bimonthly community nights for those of us 
still here in Chicago, hosting one another when we are 
in town, or planning reunions every few months, we 
continue to support one another from near and afar."

This fall, our newest fellows cannot yet know which 
relationships will leave the deepest impression, or 
which lessons they will still carry years from now. That 
is part of the hope of a new Amate House year.

We are not simply welcoming fellows into a year of 
service. We are accompanying them at the beginning 
of something much longer: the lifelong work of 
becoming people who lead with compassion, pursue 
justice, build community, and recognize their 
responsibility to one another.

A Fellowship lasts a year. Formation can last a lifetime.
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We teased Ales for Amate was coming back this Fall, and 
now it's official! Mark your calendar for October 20th 
at Demo Brewing Company in Ravenswood’s Malt Row! 
Our 13th annual friend-raiser should be an evening of 
good brews, great company, and raffles worth showing 
up for–all in support of Amate House.

To learn more and grab your tickets: www.amatehouse.org/ales

Alumni Spotlight:
The Camino Begins When It Ends

Kevin reaches Santiago de Compostela after six weeks and 500 miles on 
the Camino, a journey marked by challenge, connection, reflection, and 
unexpected gifts.

For Amate House alum Kevin Nguyen, Amate ’22, this year has 
been marked by milestones—academic, personal, and even a 500-
mile journey on foot.

Kevin recently graduated from Loyola University Chicago’s School 
of Social Work with a Master of Social Work focused on migration 
studies. This fall, he will continue his academic journey at the Jane 
Addams College of Social Work at UIC, where he is beginning a 
PhD in Social Policy and Administration.

Before starting this next chapter, Kevin embarked on a different 
kind of journey: a six-week solo trek along the Camino de Santiago, 
walking from France across northern Spain.

“For me, the Camino de Santiago was messy, beautiful, and 
unexpected,” Kevin shared. “Walking 15 miles per day for six weeks 
during the European heat wave was much harder than I would 
have anticipated.”

Amid the physical challenges, Kevin found meaning in the people 
and places along the way—from breaking bread with fellow 
pilgrims from around the world to experiencing the hospitality of 
the Spanish people and finding moments of stillness along the 
countryside and coastline.

He also came to understand a saying shared among pilgrims: 
“The Camino provides.”

“The Camino gives you what you need and not necessarily what 
you want,” Kevin reflected. “While I went in with the intention and 

expectation for healing, I walked away with letting go, peace, and 
a hopeful starting point for the healing that is to come.”

And while Kevin has completed the physical journey to Santiago 
de Compostela, he sees it as the beginning of something new.

“They say that ‘the Camino begins when it ends.’ And although 
the physical journey from France to Santiago de Compostela 
has ended, the interior one is just beginning back home here in 
Chicago.”

As Kevin begins his doctoral studies this fall, his journey is a 
beautiful reminder that formation doesn’t end with an Amate 
House year—or even at the end of a 500-mile pilgrimage. The 
experiences we carry with us continue to shape who we become 
and how we walk alongside others.


