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New Smiles, 
New Hope

MISSION of

MERCY

at the

On June 10 and 11 something very 
special  happened – Michigan 
dentistry’s third Mission of Mercy 

program, this time taking place at Macomb 
Community College in Warren.

The MOM served 968 patients and 
provided nearly $1 million worth of dental 
care, with 281 patients returning for additional 
treatment, making a total of 1,249 patient 
visits overall.

Sponsored by the MDA Foundation, the 
MOM brought together volunteers from 
dental teams across Michigan, as well as 
concerned lay people who just wanted to 
help. A total of $985,614 worth of dental 
services was provided, representing nearly 
5,000 individual dental procedures.

COVER STORY

Photos by Jim Keating
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Services included:
• 59 endodontic procedures;
• 1,514 X-rays;
• 104 lab cases;
• 1,169 restorations;
• 951 cleanings;
• 1,189 oral surgeries, as well as an-

esthesia and pharmacy services.

Set-up for the MOM began on 
Thursday, June 9 (see the photos on 
these pages). By 6 p.m. that evening, 
patients were already lining up out-
side. Treatment took place on Fri-
day and Saturday. For an in-depth 
look at the MOM through the eyes of 
several patients, see the article on 
Page 32.

(Continued)
It takes a lot of work to set up a Mission of Mercy.

MDA Foundation Chair Dr. Sue Carron (right, front) and helpers.

Boxes of donated tooth brushes, given to patients. These chairs would soon be filled with MOM patients.

COVER STORY

MOM-logo t-shirts are worn by volunteers working 
during the two-day program.
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Media takes notice
Several media outlets covered 

the MOM. Pre-program publicity 
appeared in the Macomb Daily as 
well as a mention in the ADA Morn-
ing Huddle. Detroit’s Fox 2 Morn-
ing News (WJBK-TV) featured a 
MOM story, as did WWJ-950 news 
radio. Also, the city of Warren cable 
TV system ran an in-depth story on 
the MOM, including an interview 
with Dr. Margaret Gingrich, a MOM 
volunteer and member of the MDA 
Board of Trustees. The Warren 
Weekly publicized the event also.

On social media, the Facebook 
SmileMichigan page saw 10,971 
clicks on MOM posts, 1,437 “likes,” 
2,239 “shares,” and 173 comments. 
Here are some of them:
• “All dentists and volunteers were 

amazing! They did great! Was 
there yesterday. God bless them 
all for helping people who don’t 
have dental insurance.”

COVER STORY

Long lines — a common sight at a Mission of Mercy.

The smiles tell the story – happy dentist, grateful patient, better oral health.

Taking long-overdue radiographs on an elderly patient.
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Dr. Gary Jeffers, ADA 9th District trustee, with Michigan Rep. Henry 
Yanez (D-Sterling Heights), one of several legislative visitors.

Taking a selfie – with a new smile.

Dentistry at a MOM meets the same high standard of care as in any regular dental office.

COVER STORY

• “Thank you, I’m now waiting in 
the fillings line. This really is some-
thing else! God bless all of the vol-
unteers and doctors and everyone 
that came out to make this happen! 
This is quite an undertaking!”

• “Yesterday was a life-changing 
event for me . . . I will be forever 
grateful for all those involved in 
making this happen.”

Legislative visitors impressed
State legislators took notice, with 

several visiting the MOM on Friday, 
including Rep. Henry Yanez (D-Ster-
ling Heights); Rep. Tom Leonard (R-
DeWitt); Rep. Laura Cox (R-Livonia); 
Sen. Steven Bieda (D-Warren); Sen. 
David Knezek (D-Dearborn Heights); 
staff from the office of Sen. Marty 
Knollenberg (R-Troy); and Matt 
Lori, a former state representative 
now with the Michigan Department 
of Health and Human Services. The 
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Generous Donors Make the 
Mission of Mercy a Reality

A program such as the Michigan Mis-
sion of Mercy would not be possible 
without the dedicated financial support 
of corporate and institutional donors, as 
well as those of individuals from around 
the state and in-kind donations.

Major MOM sponsors include:
Gold Sponsor
• Michigan Department of Health 

and Human Services

Silver Sponsor
• Dental Dental Foundation  

of Michigan

Bronze Sponsors
• DentaQuest
• Oral Health Foundation of the 

Pierre Fauchard Academy
• Patterson Foundation

New this year, individual donors 
contributed an impressive $38,041 
through the Foundation’s online  
CrowdRise.com fundraising page, ex-
ceeding the Foundation’s fundraising 
goal – and demonstrating the power 
of individual giving. 

For a complete list of corporate and in-
stitutional sponsors, as well in-kind donors, 
visit www.smilemichigan.com/foundation.

A patient expresses his gratitude for the 
treatment received.

Lab volunteers are a critically important 
part of the MOM team.

legislative guests met with 
MOM organizers and had 
the opportunity to view, first 
hand, both the need and the 
high level of dental care pro-
vided. 

The MOM was co-chaired 
by Dr. Steve Harris and 
Dr. Connie Verhagen. This 
was the third Mission of 
Mercy, with previous MOM 
programs held in 2013 in 
Saginaw and in 2014 in 
Big Rapids. The next 
MOM will take place 
in 2018 – the location 
has not  yet  been 
determined.

Once aga in the 
Michigan Mission of 
Mercy proved to be 
a godsend to strug-
gling individuals in 
need. To everyone 
who  volunt eered , 
contributed f inan-
cially, or helped in 
s ome  ot her  way, 
large and small —
thank you! G

— by David Foe

The dental team sends a recovering patient to after care.
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1,249
patient visits

1
million

$ in oral health care 
services provided at 
no charge .  1,244

volunteers
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U Procedures: $985,614.40

Anesthetic: $1,935.50
Pharmacy CVS: $718
Pharmacy on-site: $473.20
TOTAL: $988,768.10

www.smilemichigan.com/Foundation

Endo: 59
Xrays: 1,514
Lab: 104
Restorative: 1,169
Hygiene: 951
Oral Surgery: 1,189

Total procedures:

4,986

Total of $138,539 raised from 
124 donors.  

Total of 112 in-kind donors.

MDA President, Larry DeGroat, DDS & State Representative Tom Leonard



Up Close and Personal at the  
Michigan Mission of Mercy
By Derek Melot
Photos by Rod Sanford

Lica Grant and 
grandson, Toreino



(Continued on Page 34)
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The whirring fans of the Macomb Community College gym had nothing on the human 
machinery working below them during two warm days in June this year, as the Michigan 
Mission of Mercy converted an athletic venue into a hub of hope for nearly 1,000 people in 
urgent need of dental care.

6:30 a.m.

Sunshine and humid ity 
promised a warm day on 
Saturday, June 11, as the 

line of patients extended more than a 
city block from the door. Already on 
day one, Friday, hundreds had been 
served by the MOM volunteers. Day 
two promised to be just as busy.

Among those waiting patiently, 
hopefully, in line were Lica Grant 
and her grandson, Toreino, of De-
troit, who have taken advantage of a 
planter wall and bit of shade to make 
the wait a bit less strenuous.

“A friend of mine told me about 
the event yesterday,” Grant said. 
“I’m hoping to have some dental 
work, I need probably a filling in the 
back and X-rays to see what’s going 
on. Feeling some sensitivity.”

Grant said Toreino was given 
antibiotics when he was about six 
months old and had a brown spot on 
his tooth that she wanted looked at. 

Fifty yards ahead of Grant, just a 
few steps now from the door, stood 
Kyle Coviak of Warren. A veteran of 
the National Guard, Kyle was seeking 
some completion today after he en-
gaged in some DIY tooth extraction.

“A couple of molars that need to 
come out, I can’t reach,” he explained 
with a smile, as those within earshot 
grimaced at his tale.

“It’s been three or four years since I 
saw a dentist,” he said, citing finances 
and a lack of insurance. “I heard about 
the event through Facebook.

At the door, volunteer Bryan Mohr 
couldn’t be blamed for being a tad 

sleepy. He and his wife, a dental as-
sistant, were up at 2 a.m. to drive 
down from Flint for the event.

“This is my first year,” Mohr said. 
“I volunteered for crowd control, 
and (door duty) was one of the first 
things available.” 

Passing by Mohr, patients entered 
the main gym, which had been cur-
tained off into a dizzying array of 
buzzing stations manned by highly 
trained dental professionals and 
eager volunteers. Overseeing it all 
was Dr. Scott Hodges, the program’s 
dental clinic lead. He explained the 
process each patient goes through.

“We start with registration,” he 
began. “We allow in 30 people at a 
time in order to control the crowds. 
From there, they move to patient 
education, which is our most impor-
tant part. If nothing else, what hap-
pens with education really makes a 
difference. We try to do it individu-
ally. Everyone is given a brush, floss 
and training. Next is medical tri-
age, where they’re screened on blood 
pressure, blood sugar for diabetics, 
medical history, all so that we can 

ensure we can treat them risk-free. 
From there, it’s radiography, then 
dental triage, where priorities are 
identified, with the elimination of 
pain and infection being the top one. 
At each step, we’re still educating 
patients, too. Education is the theme 
of all of this.

“Now they go to routing for pri-
oritization. Each morning, I pull up 
data to know how many practitio-
ners we have to see what we can do, 
so we don’t let too many people in. 
We don’t want them to become dis-
couraged. But we provide goody bags 
to all who come. Next is anesthesia, 
where we pre-numb the patients so 
we can quickly move them to their 
procedures, from cleaning to extrac-
tion or endodontics or prosthetics,” 
he explained.

7:15 a.m.
In the anesthesia cubicle, Dr. Pa-

mela Werdlow and Leslie McKay 
were busy consulting about the day 
ahead, in what was still a rare zone 
of quiet in the gym.

Patient Kyle Coviak begins treatment.
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“We’ve had only one patient so 
far, since they’re still screening,” 
Dr. Werdlow explained. “But in a 
few hours, you’ll see all 12 of these 
chairs going.”

Back at the front, volunteer Jack 
Benjin deftly guided people to and 
fro. He was here the day before — 
as a patient. As he explained, “I 
was picking up my grandsons from 
school and there was a flier in there 
about (MOM). My wife urged me to 
go.” A bricklayer from Fairhaven. 
Benjin explained that money was 
scarce and he didn’t have insur-
ance.  

“I came yesterday and they did a 
great job,” he said. “Usually I sweat 
when I go to the dentist, but it was 
so great, I was relaxed. They fixed 
several teeth and cleaned them all. 
I got home and encouraged my wife 
to come. She had a broken crown, 
which is getting fixed today.”

7:30 a.m.
Dental assistant Becky Levi 

came to the MOM from Fenton 
to lend her skill in the extraction 
shop. She works at the U-M Den-
tal School’s oral surgery clinic dur-
ing the week, and was a volunteer 
at the first MOM program, held in 
2013 in Saginaw. She said it’s com-
mon for an extraction case to in-
volve multiple teeth, some of them 
in tough spots.

“Those that have had a root 
canal or crown, they can be a little 
stinker,” Levi said. “The docs are 
pretty clever, though,” she added. 
“Here you have somewhat limited 
resources and instruments . . . one 
doctor I worked with in Saginaw 
used a no. 9 to get out anything he 
wanted to get out. ‘You just have to 
be patient,’ he said.”

8 a.m.
By this time patients Lica Grant 

and Toreino made it through the 
initial evaluation procedure, and 
she was anxious to get care for her 
2-year-old grandson. Outside, the 
line had shortened a bit, while the 
process inside sped up to full speed.

Jane Halaris is a dental hygien-
ist during the week, but today she 
was serving as an ambassador, one 
of several similar patient volunteers 
helping guide patients from station 
to station on their way to better 
dental health.

“This is my first MOM,” Halaris 
said. “We’ve been receiving lots of 
information outlining the protocols 
and duties. As an ambassador, my job 
is to escort the patient through the 
process. I’ve been practicing for 45 
years. The awareness of dental dis-
ease has really increased over time. 
Behavior modification is really im-

portant. What my job is as a hygien-
ist to help my patients change their 
behavior.”

8:05 a.m.
Kyle has now made it to the im-

aging station, where a half-dozen 
machines are scanning mouths.

“All the equipment here is do-
nated from the supply companies, 
Dr. Hodges explained. “Their techs 
come and donate their time to run 
the equipment. They know the 
equipment and make it run most ef-
ficiently.”

8:20 a.m.
Tara Weeks finishes cleaning her 

chair and equipment right after her 
second patient of the day in hygiene. 
Saturday’s start brings her program 
total to 47 patients served, with sev-
eral more hours to go. But that’s 
what she’s here for, having driven 
down from Petoskey with her col-
lege-age daughter to volunteer. She 
worked 12 hours the day before and 
said she expected to work just as 
long today.

“We’ve had a lot of full debride-
ments,” she said. “Some people 
haven’t seen a dentist in forever, or 
maybe it’s been 20 or 30 years since 
they have had care. What’s striking 
is how everyone seems so apprecia-Dr. Scott Hodges, MOM dental clinic lead.

Kyle Coviak gives the “thumbs up” sign after successful extractions, thanks to Dr. Mark Cook 
and dental assistant Beth Werbrouck.
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tive of what we’re doing. I’ve had 
people hug me after they get out of 
the chair.”

And that’s music to the ears 
of Dr. Connie Verhagen, a former 
MDA president who co-chaired the 
MOM with Dr. Steve Harris.

“What I like is when patients 
want to be here and they have smiles 
on their faces,” Verhagen said. “The 
volunteers want to be here and they 
have smiles on their faces, too. Ev-
eryone is happy. For the dentists, we 
don’t have to deal with insurance, 
all that paperwork — we can do just 
what we want to do, which is treat 
patients.” She continued, “In each 
community, we know there is a huge 
need for this help, and one of biggest 
things we do here is the education. 
Patients are given one-on-one time 
with volunteers to go over habits . . . 
brushing, smoking, drinking pop. We 
go over changes that can help them 
alter their life.”

Even as the temperature began 
to rise in the gym, the mood, as Dr. 
Verhagen noted, was remarkable. 
Staff and volunteers laughed along-
side the patients. The lines were, 
at times, long, but you wouldn’t 
have known it from the demeanor 
of those standing in them, waiting 
patiently. Some had heard about 
the MOM on TV, some heard from 
friends who had received treat-
ment the day before, seemed calm, 
collected, even gung-ho, ready for 
treatment.

8:30 a.m.
Kyle was about to enter extrac-

tion. “They say I need a couple of 

them taken out,” he reported. “I hope 
they can get them all today.” But 
meanwhile, on the other side of the 
curtain, in pediatrics, little Toreino 
— all smiles a little earlier — was 
anything but happy now. His cries 
were full-throated as a peds team 
worked on a completing a filling. Lica 
sat beside the dentist, comforting her 
grandson as best she could.

8:45 a.m.
Anesthesia was now running at 

full tilt, prepping adults and chil-
dren alike for the more elaborate 
procedures ahead. In the prosthetics 
lab, it was all heads down as more 
than a dozen staffers were busily ab-
sorbed in creating inserts, partials 
and even more extensive prosthetics 
for patients seen the day before in 
pursuit of a new smile and new life.

9 a.m.
Kyle moved into the extraction 

bay, setting down some belong-
ings including a cell phone, an um-
brella, and a liter bottle of Faygo 
soda. There wasn’t an empty chair 
among the 25 deployed. Kyle good-
naturedly joked with his treatment 
team, Dr. Mark Cooks and dental 
assistant Beth Werbrouck, about the 
“work” he’d already done.  

That bottle of soda represents, in 
many ways, the biggest challenge for 
the MOM team.

“Education, if we did nothing 
else, the day would be well worth 
it,” Dr. Hodges said. “No needles, no 
suction, no buzzing equipment, but 
this is still the heart of the effort — 
counseling people to take daily steps 
to make their mouths and bodies 
healthier.”

Meanwhile, Dr. M. Loay Alk-
abra had been volunteering in ed-
ucation all morning. He was just 
back from helping to translate for 
some patients at the routing station. 
Alkabra left his native Syria two 
years ago and resettled in the De-
troit area, where he is working to 
gain his license to return to practice 
in the United States. He explained, 
“I have to take the National Board 
exams, and there are two of those, 
plus do two years in dental school 

in a program for internationally 
trained dentists.”

9:30 a.m.
A half-hour later care was com-

plete for little Toreino. Equipped 
with his new filling, the 2-year-
old was smiling again as he played 
with a latex glove that someone has 
turned into a balloon for him.

9:35 a.m.
Now minus three teeth, Kyle said 

he was “pretty happy” as he walked 
the short distance from extraction 
to his next stop: pharmacy.

His treating dentist, Dr. Cooks, 
said that so far on Saturday he had 
two patients and 11 teeth extracted. 
In total, more than 1,189 teeth were 
extracted from patients during the 
two-day MOM.

9:50
Now Kyle was finishing up at his 

exit interview. It had been approxi-
mately six hours since he first ar-
rived at Macomb Community Col-
lege. The ice packs he and others 
held to their faces couldn’t obscure 
the smiles and sense of relief with 
each patient. In the end, only they, 
the patients, knew exactly how big a 
difference the Mission of Mercy had 
made in their lives this day.

But the grins we saw were a good 
indicator to the rest of us. G
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Seeing the dentist can be fun, as this young 
patient soon discovered.


