
Read the following pages for a 
snapshot of how two Catholic 
moms in the rural community 
of St. Marys in Elk County are 
coping with the loss of their 
sons to drug addiction.

LIVES LOVED 
and LOST

Prayer 
for Help

Lord God,
I have fallen into a pit
that I cannot escape.
I can find no way out.

No light reaches me here.
I know you love your people

and stand by them in trouble:
Daniel, in the lion’s den;

Joseph, in the cistern;
Jonah, in the belly of the whale.

Help me to feel your presence now.
Help me to trust in your promise

to be with me always.
Hold me up;

Help me to trust in your mercy.
Let me see your light.

Help me say with your Son,
“Father, I put my life in your hands.”

 Help me.
Help me cling to hope,

to the hope of a life
of purpose and meaning,

and to the hope of an eternal life with you.
Amen.

 Imprimatur, Feb. 15, 2018

The Most Rev.Lawrence T. Persico, JCL Bishop of Erie

The effects of the opioid crisis in the United States are being felt in communities 
across the country, even in the small towns of the Diocese of Erie.

This prayer is for those suffering from drug addiction and is available as a prayer 
card on the Diocese of Erie website at www.eriercd.org/opioid.html. 
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Moms Mary Lynn 
Steis, left, and Lisa 

Mancuso have suffered 
profound grief since 

their sons died of drug 
addiction in 2020. As 
they hold their sons’ 

photos, they comfort 
each other on a recent 

visit in the Mancuso’s 
backyard in St. Marys.
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Moms embrace, grapple with faith 
following sons’ deaths from addiction

BY MARY SOLBERG

When Tyler was a small child, we used to call him Tigger — not only because he was cute, but he was always getting into things. He 
would constantly be squinting his eyes as he grinned while he would play tricks on people, tell jokes or just run wild. …. Tyler was in 
Boy Scouts, liked to fish and play with his remote-control cars. He played baseball, loved soccer and followed his brother’s desire to play 
basketball. He was so athletic, quick and full of energy. He had a spirit like no other … a spirit that should never have been crushed.

— Lisa Mancuso, mother of Tyler Mancuso, 25, who died Oct. 8, 2020, from an accidental overdose of fentanyl

Cody always had a smile on his face and was always singing a song. He was always helping someone and never asked for anything 
in return. … Cody became an organ donor because he wanted to help people. He got to save several people’s lives because of this 
wonderful act. … All I want people to know is that [he] was a great person, and everyone loved him. He was smart, funny and loving. 
What Cody did was make a bad choice, and it cost him dearly. It cost him his life.

— Mary Lynn Steis, mother of Cody Steis, 31, who died April 29, 2020, from an accidental overdose of fentanyl

L
isa Mancuso and Mary Lynn Steis share a common 
loss: the death of their sons to drug addiction.

In their grief, they have united — along with more 
than 15 other women in rural Elk County and the 

surrounding region — to share their stories in a newly self-
published book, Ripples: The Effects of Addiction. The volume 
was produced by a recently organized group of moms, known 
as Messengers on Missions (MOMS).

The publication offers first-person accounts of the pain, 
confusion and ultimate death spiral of their sons and daughters 
to the enticing, addictive world of illicit drugs.

The 376-page book provides an unedited view of how some 
ordinary, good kids from average American families got derailed 
by life’s challenges and ended up among the 70,000 lives lost 
annually from accidental and intentional drug overdoses.

Mancuso and Steis are both lifelong Catholics who are 
parishioners of Sacred Heart Parish in St. Marys, a tight-knit 
community of about 12,000. Tragically, the deaths of Tyler 
Mancuso and Cody Steis are increasingly typical, yet these 
mothers have never felt so alone or desperate for answers to 
their questions:

Why our sons?
They never hurt anyone.

What could we have done better?
We tried to help them. We went to church; we prayed to God.

As Mancuso and Steis come to terms 
with the reality of their sons’ deaths 
to fentanyl overdoses, they both have 
begun their solitary faith journeys. Their 
belief in God is central to who they are, 
but trusting in him can seem impossible 
through the lens of maternal despair. 

“This has really shaken my faith. I’m 
at the point that if there is a God, why 
would he do this to me?” Mancuso, 
52, says. “I don’t understand why, if 
God is so good, he would let so much 
evil happen. I get to live the rest of 
my life in pure hell, and I don’t think I did anything 
to deserve that. I need my faith back.”

Steis, also 52, has had a half-year longer to process the grief 
for her son Cody. As the women talked recently inside Sacred 
Heart Church in St. Marys, they lit a candle together. Steis gently 
touched Mancuso’s shoulder, saying, “You’ll get there.”

Says Steis: “With all of this stuff that has gone on with my 
son, it has brought me way closer to God. I would say the same 
thing over and over every day and even now, ‘God, please protect 
[Cody] and take care of him and let him know that I love him. 
Let him know that I miss him very much and that I did my very 
best.’ I know God has him now and that he’s safe.”

To purchase Ripples: Effects of Addiction, go to www.amazon.com. The cost is $15 per book. And to 
view a YouTube video, go to https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x7UJir-tcNg&t=19s.
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FENTANYL SURGE

Mothers are typically among the first people on the scene 
of a drug overdose, next to first responders, according to 
Elk County Sheriff W. Todd Caltagarone. It’s a traumatizing 
experience felt by more and more families, he says.

“The primary victims in all of this are the young people 
whose lives are cut short, but the real victims are the families 
and parents who are left behind. They really go through hell 
and have to relive it all of their lives,” Caltagarone adds.

In his 33 years of law enforcement, he has never seen drug 
deaths and overdoses as bad as they are now. In the first six 
months of 2021, there were 14 overdoses and five deaths in 
Elk County, he says.

By comparison, there were 
two drug-induced deaths in 
Elk County in all of 2020 and, 
according to the Pennsylvania 
Department of Drug and Alcohol 
Programs, there were five in 2019.

The jump can be attributed 
to the increasing prevalence of 
fentanyl. A synthetic opioid, 
fentanyl is sold in pill or 
powder form and can be “cut,” 
or mixed, with various drugs, 
including heroin, cocaine and 
methamphetamines.

Depending on the potency 
and purity, fentanyl can kill in 
an instant. That’s what happened 
to Tyler Mancuso, who was not 
aware that what he was smoking 
contained almost pure fentanyl. 
He died after one puff. 

Cody Steis was getting dressed 
for a job interview when he 
collapsed in his bedroom at 
home. His mother and brother 
found him. 

Mary Lynn Steis immediately 
started CPR and emergency 
personnel administered two shots of Narcan (used to reverse 
the effects of opioid overdoses) but neither helped. Cody died 
two days later.

These are horrific scenes being played out with alarming 
frequency in nearby Pittsburgh, Allegheny County, where 
fentanyl overdoses have been surging in recent months. 
According to published reports, the fentanyl death rate there 
is nearly three times higher than the national average.

The Pennsylvania Turnpike and state Route 255 from St. 
Marys to Pittsburgh create an accessible, open thoroughfare 
for drug dealers.

Gregg McManus, the chief detective for Elk County who 
leads the Elk County Drug Task Force, considers it his mission 
to clear neighborhoods of drug dealers. Criminal charges have 

been filed against two people allegedly responsible for the 
deaths of Tyler Mancuso and Cody Steis.

At the same time, McManus tries to get addicts the help 
they need. Over the years, he and his partner, Officer Anthony 
Pistner, have sought out rehabilitation for drug users, although 
the process can be long and difficult.

“Even before an investigation ensues or arrests are made, 
members of the task force sometimes give warnings to [users],” 
McManus says. “We’ve gotten them dressed up and taken them 
to job interviews. We try to do anything possible to keep them 
out of the drug world.”

On most days before leaving for work, McManus attends 
Mass at Holy Redeemer Parish in Warren. It’s his way to stay 
focused on God while he fights the seemingly endless opioid 

epidemic.
“My faith has helped me 

tremendously to do my job,” 
McManus says.  

Despite his efforts, addicts 
continue to tell him that they 
know they’re playing a dangerous 
game of Russian roulette, never 
knowing, or caring, whether the 
drugs they smoke or swallow or 
shoot up may contain deadly 
fentanyl.

“It’s like rolling the dice,” 
McManus says.

‘CHASING THE 
DRAGON’

There’s another term for the 
endless pursuit of the high 
achieved from the first hit of 
heroin. Patty Greene, 63, of 
Kersey, calls it “chasing the 
dragon.”

She understands the effects 
all too well. Her son, Danny 
Titchner, died in 2014 after 
injecting fentanyl. His death 

came after years of drug abuse.
Sometimes the chase for the intense high starts with 

difficulties brought on by emotional troubles or mental illness; 
other times, it’s simply peer pressure.

To create something positive out of her loss, Greene started 
the nonprofit Messengers Supporting Recovery, bringing drug 
awareness programs to schools and churches … or to anyone 
who will listen.

Fighting the stigma of addiction is central to her cause, so 
last year she was inspired to write about her son’s journey. That 
effort motivated her to invite other moms who lost children 
to overdoses to share their stories. Their memoirs led to the 
Ripples book.

“Each mother wrote a chapter about her child in order to 

“The 
primary 
victims 
in all of 
this are 
the young 
people 
whose 
lives 
are cut 
short, but 
the real 
victims 
are the 
families 
and 
parents 
who 
are left 
behind.”  
— Elk County 
Sheriff Todd 
Caltagarone

Elk County Chief 
Detective Gregg 
McManus turns to 
his faith to help 
do the challenging 
work necessary 
to curb the opioid 
epidemic.
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— Mary Lynn Steis of 
her son Cody

I know
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“

Lighting a candle offers a moment of 
peace for Lisa Mancuso, left, and Mary 
Lynn Steis, pictured inside Sacred Heart 
Church, St. Marys.
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make them human, to show that these kids went to church 
on Sunday, went to soccer and football, or whatever, and still 
ended up dying from this epidemic,” Greene says. 

She recently joined Lisa Mancuso and Mary Lynn Steis 
in the worship space at Sacred Heart. They talked about the 
challenges their kids faced, the difficulty getting their adult 
children into rehab, and being afraid to tell someone their 
child was an addict. Sometimes, they feel guilty if they smile 
because too much happiness might mean forgetting the pain 
and, therefore, losing their precious sons once again.

Those feelings give weight to the title of their new book.
“The whole thing with the death of a child is that it really 

ripples through the whole family,” Greene says.

A FAITH PERSPECTIVE

Father Ross Miceli, pastor of St. Boniface Parish in Kersey, 
Elk County, and Father James McCormick, pastor of St. James 
Parish, Erie, have seen up close the ramifications of drug 
addiction in parish families.

Father Miceli taught Tyler Mancuso at Elk County Catholic 
High School.

“Addiction is real and it’s rough right now in Elk County,” 
Father Miceli says.

As members of the Diocese of Erie’s Opioid Task Force, 
formed in 2018, the priests bring a Gospel viewpoint to the 
epidemic. They’ve contributed to many resources on the diocese’s 
opioid resource webpage (www.eriercd.org/opiod.html).

“My view is to bring a biblical perspective that is grounded 
in the person and ministry of Jesus,” Father Miceli says. “Jesus’ 
whole ministry is a healing ministry. That is what people 
need before and after addiction. Jesus knows our suffering 

and is with us even through difficult times.”
They realize they are up against the ever-powerful stigmas 

surrounding addiction, i.e., people who are afraid to admit they 
have a problem or that their family members are struggling.

At St. James, Father McCormick ran a support group, but 
it died out during the COVID-19 pandemic. Few people had 
been showing up, though, due to embarrassment.

He and Father Miceli believe priests should speak more 
from the pulpit about drug addiction, and people in general 
should reach out to parishioners who are suffering.

“Addiction is so powerful and life-changing that whenever 
I stand in front of a family who lost someone I say, ‘You 
are not responsible for this. You cannot feel guilty,’” Father 
McCormick says.

Father Miceli urges family survivors to ignore the voices 
in their heads that ask why they didn’t do more to stop the 
downward spiral. He tells them, “You have to let Jesus’ voice 
be the only voice you listen to.”

At Sacred Heart Parish in St. Marys, Kathy Reuscher has 
made it a priority to add several more links related to mental 
health and drug addiction to the parish website. She knew 
both Tyler Mancuso and Cody Steis, both of whom were 
parishioners.

“They come from lovely families and this happened to 
them,” Reuscher says. “We need to shed the stigma; this is 
something you can’t sweep under the carpet.”

The death of Tyler Mancuso has emboldened his mother to 
enlighten others.“I truly thought that this would never happen 
to my kid. I took him to drug awareness programs, we went 
to church, we did everything as a family,” Lisa Mancuso says. 
“I just want people to know this happens to good families; 
it doesn’t discriminate.” 

DRUG-INDUCED DEATHS IN  
THE COUNTIES THAT MAKE UP  

THE DIOCESE OF ERIE 
Source: PA Department of Drug and Alcohol Programs (2019)

ELK   5
ERIE   84
FOREST  0
CAMERON   0
CLARION   6
CLEARFIELD   13
CRAWFORD   40
JEFFERSON   10
MCKEAN   10
MERCER   33
POTTER   6
VENANGO   12
WARREN   4

Kathy Reuscher 
works on the 
website for 
Sacred Heart 
Parish, St. Marys, 
making sure to 
include more 
mental health 
and addiction 
resources for 
parishioners.
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IN 2018, 

EVERY PRIEST 

IN THE 

DIOCESE WAS 

INVITED TO 

TRAINING 

ON THE 

OPIOID 

CRISIS.

•  www.eriercd.org/opioid.html   

 Diocese of Erie opioid resource page 
Send email requests, including an address, to  
info@eriercd.org

•  www.sacredheartparish.us/links.html  

Resource webpage of Sacred Heart Parish,  
St. Marys

•  co.elk.pa.us/index.php/drug-tip-form   

Drug tip information form,  
Elk County Drug Task Force

RESOURCES:

The opioid crisis affects entire families, so that’s why the Prince of Peace Center (a Catholic Charities agency located in Farrell) 
is offering training to young people on how to administer naloxone (Narcan) to someone who has overdosed.

“We have been advised that family members, even young children, are among the first people to call 9-1-1 about a drug 
overdose,” says Jennifer Wallace, chief executive officer of Prince of Peace. “It’s sad, but we need to provide this education.”

Narcan is a medicine used to treat an opioid overdose.
Farrell Fire Chief Mike Renner will facilitate two Narcan classes on Aug. 16: one for children ages 10 to 14 from 10 to 10:45 a.m., and 

the other for ages 15 to 18 from 11:15 a.m. to noon. Register now by calling Prince of Peace at 724-346-777, ext. 160.
The program is made possible by Prince of Peace and the Mercer County Behavioral Health Commission, with funding from the 

Meszaros Foundation.

NARCAN TRAINING

Sharing their grief is part of 
the healing journey taken by 
families who have lost loved 
ones to drug addiction. Here, 
Mary Lynn Steis, Patty Greene 
and Lisa Mancuso talk on the 
steps of Sacred Heart  
Church in St. Marys.
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