
Thank You  
Wendy Whiteash  

VNA BOARD MEMBER 

When Wendy Whiteash returned to the Lehigh Valley 
following some work-related moves, the Nazareth native 
was eager to re-engage with her community.  She learned 
about the Nurse-Family Partnership and was motivated to 
get involved. “I had a two-year-old daughter at the time, so 
that program really pulled at my heartstrings,” says Wendy. 
In 2012 she was invited to join the Board of Directors of St. 
Luke’s Visiting Nurse Association (VNA) and has been a 
valued and trusted advisor ever since.

In addition to being inspired by the amazing care the 
VNA provides, Wendy was also impressed with the high-
performing Board. Of Lisa Giovanni, President, St. Luke’s 
Visiting Nurse Association, Wendy says “Lisa engages the 
Board of Directors outside of the VNA. Board members 
are exposed to Network leadership and how the Network 
is changing and growing to meet the evolving needs of the 
community. Under Lisa’s leadership, the VNA is driven by 
quality, empathy, caring and resilience.”

Wendy chaired the VNA’s finance committee and remains 
amazed by how much the organization is able to accomplish. 
“Even with a nationwide talent-shortage, the VNA staff 
continues to provide outstanding care for patients and their 
families,” shares Wendy. “I couldn’t be prouder of my little 
part in supporting that staff – they are unsung heroes.”

Some of the highlights during Wendy’s ten-year run on the 
Board include: the 30th anniversary of home hospice, St. 
Luke’s Hospice House celebrating 10 years of service, the 

renaming of the Hospice House to The Brian D. Perin Hospice 
House, many fundraising campaigns including the Hospice 
Endowment Campaign, and the expansion of hospice 
services to Stroudsburg and, more recently, Orwigsburg. 
Throughout her years of service, Wendy participated in 
countless fundraising events and regularly rode alongside her 
daughter in the annual Hospice Bike Event.

Wendy’s tenure with the Board — three terms of three years 
each — has expired, but she will still be an ambassador for 
the Network. She now serves on St. Luke’s University Health 
Network Development and Public Affairs Committee, where 
she continues to learn about healthcare needs in our region 
and St. Luke’s role within our community.  

Lisa is sad to see Wendy leave the VNA board, but  
grateful she will remain a part of the Network. Says Lisa,  
“I appreciate Wendy not only for her professional 
involvement in our board and our organization, but also for 
her personal friendship and for the support that she has 
provided to me over the years.”  
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Margarita routinely collaborates with physical
and occupational therapists, as well as aides
and social service managers. Seeing patients in
their home allows her to get a real sense for
how they are coping in their day-to-day lives.  

“If it appears that one of my patients is
having a hard time affording food or
medications, I immediately get social
services involved,” says Margarita.  

Before finishing each visit, Margarita updates
the patient’s chart, entering all the data
collected during the visit. It’s not unusual for
her to contact physicians to share a concern
or make a follow-up appointment. “I often
schedule doctor appointments for my patients
because missing appointments increases the
likelihood of readmission, and I want to keep
them out of the hospital.”

Margarita builds relationships with her
patients and their families, quickly  becoming
familiar with their home setting and establish-
ing a customized care plan to keep them
healthy and safe. She enjoys the progression
of patients being “kind of okay” when they
leave the hospital, to healthy and self-sufficient
by the time she discharges them. “It’s very
gratifying,” she says.

“Moving into home health care was definitely
not a step-down,” explains Margarita. The
Home Health team are seasoned nurses with a
great deal of hospital experience. According to
Margarita, “As a home health nurse you get to
use all of your knowledge and put it to use. The
work is well-rounded and very challenging.” 

To learn more about St. Luke’s Home Health:
https://www.slhn.org/vna/home-health
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After completing
medical school,
her residency and
fellowship training

in Toledo, Ohio, Vicki M. Bertka, MD, joined
a private family practice where she provided
care for everyone from newborns to centenar-
ians and even delivered babies. During her 15
years at the practice, Dr. Bertka began to ex-
plore her own spirituality and attended retreats
led by a Brother who was also a physician. In-
trigued by the concept of spirituality in medi-
cine, at times she lamented the limitations –
time, patient volume – which prevented her
from incorporating more of that spirituality
into her everyday practice.

In addition to being a family physician at a busy
practice, Dr. Bertka and her husband were very
active with scouts as her boys were growing up.
They held many leadership roles over the years
and experienced more than their share of rainy
campouts. For years they were also heavily in-
volved in the music ministry at their church.
So in 2000, when the opportunity was
presented to become a part-time medical
director at Hospice of Northwest Ohio, she
couldn’t refuse. The large hospice program
included two inpatient centers and provided

end-of-life services for more
than 2,000 patients and their
families each year. 

In her new role, Dr. Bertka
was responsible for keeping
the organization compliant
with hospice care guidelines,

writing narratives and orders, and managing
staff, along with other administrative duties.
She also regularly performed acute symptom
management visits and rounded in the inpa-
tient centers as well as with patients receiving
hospice care in their homes. 

From early in her hospice tenure, Dr. Bertka
recalls an older women at the end of her life
confiding in her that she was going home. “I
quickly realized she was not talking about her
house and that she was at peace… I felt so
blessed to witness that,” Dr. Bertka shared.
She also remembers a young man who spent
several weeks in the inpatient unit. They
developed a relationship, regularly discussing
his faith and he shared that he had never been
baptized but wanted to be. “I can help you
do that,” Dr. Bertka told him. The chaplain
performed the baptism and, at the patient’s
request, Dr. Bertka was a witness. “It was so
profound to be asked to serve as a witness
and to help him in his journey.” St. Luke’s Visiting Nurse 

Association, as part of St. Luke’s
University Health Network, 

provides compassionate, 
excellent quality, cost-effective

home health care, hospice 
services and home-based
parent/child programs.
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There is no set number of hours you must commit to volunteering for St. Luke’s Hospice.
All St. Luke’s Hospice volunteers receive training to ensure they feel comfortable with their tasks.
To learn more, contact the Volunteer Office at 484-526-2779 or visit sluhn.org/volunteernow.

Learn More About Volunteering

Make a Tax-Free Gift from Your IRA
The recent pandemic has made us realize how important it is for health care organizations

to be able to respond quickly and effectively to any challenge. There is a simple but signifi-

cant way for you to help ensure St. Luke’s Hospice can continue to provide compassionate

care for our patients and their families. If you are 70-1/2 years old or older, you can make

yearly gifts to St. Luke’s University Health Network through a direct transfer from your IRA

without paying taxes on the amount you donate. Email us at: developmentoffice@sluhn.org

to receive your FREE copy of “A Tax-Smart Way to Give Through your IRA.”

REGISTER TODAY!

10TH ANNUAL ST. LUKE’S HOSPICE BIKE RIDE 

All proceeds benefit the St. Luke’s Hospice program.

This event allows bike enthusiasts of all abilities to participate in either
a 20- or 30-mile out and back ride. Rain or shine, the ride begins and
ends on the D&L National Heritage Trail, at the Lehighton Trailhead,
200 North Main Lane, Lehighton, Pennsylvania. 

To learn more about ways to leave a legacy and make an impact at 

St. Luke’s, visit our new Planned Giving website at sluhn.planmylegacy.org.

“Through hospice I can be of service to

patients and their families, combining

my faith and my medical expertise.”

Dr. Bertka acknowledges that it can also be
challenging to emotionally support these
patients. At times they are angry and project
that anger on caregivers, and in other scenarios
the patient is accepting of the situation, but the
family is not. Hospice provides medical care to
patients so they can be comfortable and satis-
fied and meet goals as they approach death.
But, Dr. Bertka reminds us, the family mem-
bers are patients too. 

Dr. Bertka thinks of her practice as more of a
calling than a specialty. Long before she joined
hospice, she experienced personal spiritual
growth and is honored to be able to incorpo-
rate that spirituality into her hospice care.
“The opportunity just wasn’t available in my
busy family practice,” she explains. “Through
hospice I can be of service to patients and
their families, combining my faith and my
medical expertise.”

Vicki M. Bertka, MD, is board certified in hos-
pice and palliative medicine. She graduated
from University of Toledo College of Medi-
cine, and completed her residency at Medical
College of Ohio (both now called The Univer-
sity of Toledo Health Science Campus). Dr.
Bertka and her husband, St. Luke’s physician
Kenneth R. Bertka, MD, joined St. Luke’s in
2017 and now live in Coopersburg with their
newly adopted pair of four-year-old chihuahua
/miniature schnauzer pups. They have two
grown sons, one granddaughter, seven grand-
cats and two grand-dogs. 

Learn more: https://findadoctor.slhn.org

Planned 
Giving

Creating a Healthier Future Together

A great way to give and receive

Vicki M. Bertka, MD

Hospice and 
Palliative Medicine 
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Register for the ride at
https://www.slhn.org/vna/bikeride
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1 New this year: Create your own personal fundraising page to share 
why you support this important ride. Then, spread the word through
social media, email, and text so your family, friends, and colleagues can
donate and support your fundraiser. Learn more and sign up at:
https://www.justgiving.com/campaign/HospiceBikeRide

After 20 years of working
in a variety of settings, in-
cluding medical/surgical,
wound care and cardiac
units, Margarita Bernhard
was ready for a change. In
2016, the St. Luke’s RN took
a position as a home health
nurse and never looked back.

St. Luke’s Home Health pro-
fessionals provide care and

education to patients and their families follow-
ing a hospitalization or while managing an ill-
ness. Care is medically directed and delivered in
the patient’s home, under an established treat-
ment plan approved by the patient’s physician.

“In the hospital, we fix patients and send
them home.  As a home health nurse, I pro-
vide tools to help those patients manage
their own care at home,” she explains.

Margarita typically visits six to eight down-
town Allentown households. Many of her
patients are dealing with chronic conditions
including uncontrolled diabetes, hypertension,
heart failure and COPD. Others have been dis-
charged from the hospital following surgical
procedures varying from cardiac bypass to total
knee replacement. She provides wound care,
teaches patients and families about new med-
ications and shows newly diagnosed diabetics
how to check their blood sugar levels and ad-
minister insulin. Recently, Margarita’s cases
have also included COVID-19 patients who
required oxygen after leaving the hospital.

Margarita Bernhard

“The patient population at Hospice was
different than my family practice,” ex-
plains Dr. Bertka. “The patients needed
more education and more emotional
help, and I was able to spend time with
those who needed it the most.”
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Dr. Baxter 
A LEGACY OF SUPPORTING  

ST. LUKE’S HOSPICE

“When I came to St. Luke’s 
15 years ago as Hospice 
Medical Director, there was 
no palliative care program, 
just me and an idea,” says 
Ric Baxter, MD. Today, 
thanks to his commitment 
and dedication, palliative and 
hospice care are sustainable 
programs across St. Luke’s, 
fully accepted and seen 
as meaningful, valuable, 
integral parts of the 
Network’s continuum  
of care.

Officially retiring from his 
role as Hospice Medical 
Director in August, Dr. 
Baxter continues as a 
part-time hospice physician 
supporting the Lehighton 
hospice team. He leads 
the interdisciplinary team meetings, attends to patients and makes adjustments 
in patient management as needed. He also continues to educate providers about 
hospice care, focusing on St. Luke’s Lehighton, Miners, Geisinger and Carbon 
campuses and their surrounding communities. 

Recognizing unplanned transitions are difficult, Dr. Baxter planned his retirement 
so that St. Luke’s could avoid having to scramble to fill his role. “I’m 70-years 
old … it’s not like I’m leaving early,” he jokes. He thinks his replacement, Cris 
Johnson, MD, is the ideal candidate and he plans to remain available as a resource 
and back-up as needed. 

When he started, Dr. Baxter had ideas about how he’d like the program to evolve. 
Today he admits “It’s all of what I’d hoped it would be and maybe even a little 
more.” Between Dr. Johnson and Dr. Bendas, Section Chief of Palliative Care, Dr. 
Baxter admits it’s an easy hand-off knowing that the programs are in good hands. 
As for his new role, he says “It’s nice to be able to contribute and do something 
meaningful, and as long as I can do that, I am pleased and grateful.”

“If we are very fortunate and manifest the intention, 
we get to do something meaningful. If that 

intention is matched with people who are open and 
supportive, we get to make a difference.”- Dr. Baxter
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Margarita routinely collaborates with physical
and occupational therapists, as well as aides
and social service managers. Seeing patients in
their home allows her to get a real sense for
how they are coping in their day-to-day lives.  

“If it appears that one of my patients is
having a hard time affording food or
medications, I immediately get social
services involved,” says Margarita.  

Before finishing each visit, Margarita updates
the patient’s chart, entering all the data
collected during the visit. It’s not unusual for
her to contact physicians to share a concern
or make a follow-up appointment. “I often
schedule doctor appointments for my patients
because missing appointments increases the
likelihood of readmission, and I want to keep
them out of the hospital.”

Margarita builds relationships with her
patients and their families, quickly  becoming
familiar with their home setting and establish-
ing a customized care plan to keep them
healthy and safe. She enjoys the progression
of patients being “kind of okay” when they
leave the hospital, to healthy and self-sufficient
by the time she discharges them. “It’s very
gratifying,” she says.

“Moving into home health care was definitely
not a step-down,” explains Margarita. The
Home Health team are seasoned nurses with a
great deal of hospital experience. According to
Margarita, “As a home health nurse you get to
use all of your knowledge and put it to use. The
work is well-rounded and very challenging.” 

To learn more about St. Luke’s Home Health:
https://www.slhn.org/vna/home-health

St. Luke’s Visiting Nurse Association | Spring 2021

After completing
medical school,
her residency and
fellowship training

in Toledo, Ohio, Vicki M. Bertka, MD, joined
a private family practice where she provided
care for everyone from newborns to centenar-
ians and even delivered babies. During her 15
years at the practice, Dr. Bertka began to ex-
plore her own spirituality and attended retreats
led by a Brother who was also a physician. In-
trigued by the concept of spirituality in medi-
cine, at times she lamented the limitations –
time, patient volume – which prevented her
from incorporating more of that spirituality
into her everyday practice.

In addition to being a family physician at a busy
practice, Dr. Bertka and her husband were very
active with scouts as her boys were growing up.
They held many leadership roles over the years
and experienced more than their share of rainy
campouts. For years they were also heavily in-
volved in the music ministry at their church.
So in 2000, when the opportunity was
presented to become a part-time medical
director at Hospice of Northwest Ohio, she
couldn’t refuse. The large hospice program
included two inpatient centers and provided

end-of-life services for more
than 2,000 patients and their
families each year. 

In her new role, Dr. Bertka
was responsible for keeping
the organization compliant
with hospice care guidelines,

writing narratives and orders, and managing
staff, along with other administrative duties.
She also regularly performed acute symptom
management visits and rounded in the inpa-
tient centers as well as with patients receiving
hospice care in their homes. 

From early in her hospice tenure, Dr. Bertka
recalls an older women at the end of her life
confiding in her that she was going home. “I
quickly realized she was not talking about her
house and that she was at peace… I felt so
blessed to witness that,” Dr. Bertka shared.
She also remembers a young man who spent
several weeks in the inpatient unit. They
developed a relationship, regularly discussing
his faith and he shared that he had never been
baptized but wanted to be. “I can help you
do that,” Dr. Bertka told him. The chaplain
performed the baptism and, at the patient’s
request, Dr. Bertka was a witness. “It was so
profound to be asked to serve as a witness
and to help him in his journey.” St. Luke’s Visiting Nurse 

Association, as part of St. Luke’s
University Health Network, 

provides compassionate, 
excellent quality, cost-effective

home health care, hospice 
services and home-based
parent/child programs.
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Physician Spotlight: 

A Day in the Life of a

Home Health Nurse

There is no set number of hours you must commit to volunteering for St. Luke’s Hospice.
All St. Luke’s Hospice volunteers receive training to ensure they feel comfortable with their tasks.
To learn more, contact the Volunteer Office at 484-526-2779 or visit sluhn.org/volunteernow.

Learn More About Volunteering

Make a Tax-Free Gift from Your IRA
The recent pandemic has made us realize how important it is for health care organizations

to be able to respond quickly and effectively to any challenge. There is a simple but signifi-

cant way for you to help ensure St. Luke’s Hospice can continue to provide compassionate

care for our patients and their families. If you are 70-1/2 years old or older, you can make

yearly gifts to St. Luke’s University Health Network through a direct transfer from your IRA

without paying taxes on the amount you donate. Email us at: developmentoffice@sluhn.org

to receive your FREE copy of “A Tax-Smart Way to Give Through your IRA.”

REGISTER TODAY!

10TH ANNUAL ST. LUKE’S HOSPICE BIKE RIDE 

All proceeds benefit the St. Luke’s Hospice program.

This event allows bike enthusiasts of all abilities to participate in either
a 20- or 30-mile out and back ride. Rain or shine, the ride begins and
ends on the D&L National Heritage Trail, at the Lehighton Trailhead,
200 North Main Lane, Lehighton, Pennsylvania. 

To learn more about ways to leave a legacy and make an impact at 

St. Luke’s, visit our new Planned Giving website at sluhn.planmylegacy.org.

“Through hospice I can be of service to

patients and their families, combining

my faith and my medical expertise.”

Dr. Bertka acknowledges that it can also be
challenging to emotionally support these
patients. At times they are angry and project
that anger on caregivers, and in other scenarios
the patient is accepting of the situation, but the
family is not. Hospice provides medical care to
patients so they can be comfortable and satis-
fied and meet goals as they approach death.
But, Dr. Bertka reminds us, the family mem-
bers are patients too. 

Dr. Bertka thinks of her practice as more of a
calling than a specialty. Long before she joined
hospice, she experienced personal spiritual
growth and is honored to be able to incorpo-
rate that spirituality into her hospice care.
“The opportunity just wasn’t available in my
busy family practice,” she explains. “Through
hospice I can be of service to patients and
their families, combining my faith and my
medical expertise.”

Vicki M. Bertka, MD, is board certified in hos-
pice and palliative medicine. She graduated
from University of Toledo College of Medi-
cine, and completed her residency at Medical
College of Ohio (both now called The Univer-
sity of Toledo Health Science Campus). Dr.
Bertka and her husband, St. Luke’s physician
Kenneth R. Bertka, MD, joined St. Luke’s in
2017 and now live in Coopersburg with their
newly adopted pair of four-year-old chihuahua
/miniature schnauzer pups. They have two
grown sons, one granddaughter, seven grand-
cats and two grand-dogs. 

Learn more: https://findadoctor.slhn.org
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Vicki M. Bertka, MD
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1 New this year: Create your own personal fundraising page to share 
why you support this important ride. Then, spread the word through
social media, email, and text so your family, friends, and colleagues can
donate and support your fundraiser. Learn more and sign up at:
https://www.justgiving.com/campaign/HospiceBikeRide

After 20 years of working
in a variety of settings, in-
cluding medical/surgical,
wound care and cardiac
units, Margarita Bernhard
was ready for a change. In
2016, the St. Luke’s RN took
a position as a home health
nurse and never looked back.

St. Luke’s Home Health pro-
fessionals provide care and

education to patients and their families follow-
ing a hospitalization or while managing an ill-
ness. Care is medically directed and delivered in
the patient’s home, under an established treat-
ment plan approved by the patient’s physician.

“In the hospital, we fix patients and send
them home.  As a home health nurse, I pro-
vide tools to help those patients manage
their own care at home,” she explains.

Margarita typically visits six to eight down-
town Allentown households. Many of her
patients are dealing with chronic conditions
including uncontrolled diabetes, hypertension,
heart failure and COPD. Others have been dis-
charged from the hospital following surgical
procedures varying from cardiac bypass to total
knee replacement. She provides wound care,
teaches patients and families about new med-
ications and shows newly diagnosed diabetics
how to check their blood sugar levels and ad-
minister insulin. Recently, Margarita’s cases
have also included COVID-19 patients who
required oxygen after leaving the hospital.

Margarita Bernhard

“The patient population at Hospice was
different than my family practice,” ex-
plains Dr. Bertka. “The patients needed
more education and more emotional
help, and I was able to spend time with
those who needed it the most.”
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MEET OUR NEW HOSPICE 
MEDICAL DIRECTOR  

Cris Johnson, MD
St. Luke’s Visiting Nurse Association is pleased to  
welcome our new Hospice Medical Director Cris Johnson, 
MD. Dr. Johnson joined St. Luke’s in August, relocating  
from San Antonio, Texas.

In her new role Dr. Johnson evaluates patients for admittance 
to hospice, reviews their medications and determines how 
to best manage their symptoms. As hospice nurses visit 
patients, Dr. Johnson is consulted as new symptoms arise or 
when their management may need an adjustment. She also 
meets bi-weekly with the interdisciplinary team to ensure 
an effective care plan is in place for each patient. That team 
includes social workers, RN case managers, bereavement 
specialists, and our chaplains.

“An interdisciplinary team is a group of caregivers from 
different disciplines, working together to develop a 
comprehensive care plan for our patients,” explains Dr. 
Johnson. When patients are admitted to hospice care, 
their specialist – oncologist, cardiologist – has maximized 
their treatment and no additional intervention will affect 
their prognosis. “We are focused on aggressive symptom 
management to maximize the patient’s quality of life,” says 
Dr. Johnson.

Following a 20-year career practicing pediatric oncology, in 
2016 Dr. Johnson’s husband sadly developed cancer and 
was ultimately admitted to hospice. That experience inspired 
her to get an additional fellowship in palliative medicine, 
where she was exposed to the entire spectrum of inpatient 
and outpatient palliative and hospice care. She finds great 
personal satisfaction knowing that she is making a difference 
for her patients during their end-of-life journey. 

“I have felt incredibly welcomed, not just by our team at 
hospice, but within the entire Network,” says Dr. Johnson. 
She is grateful to her predecessor Dr. Baxter, who developed 
the hospice and palliative care program at St. Luke’s.  
“There is an understanding within the Network that hospice 
care is patient care and in the best interest of the patient.  
I have not come across anyone with a negative association 
about hospice, which is a great credit to how Dr. Baxter grew 
the program.” 

Dr. Johnson lives in Bethlehem Township with her two adult 
children and fur baby, Jinxy.  
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Honoring  
Our Home Health  
and Hospice Team
Each November, during National Home Health and Hospice Month, St. 
Luke’s VNA honors the nurses, therapists, home health and hospice 
aides, social workers, chaplains and administrative staff who make a 
tremendous impact on the patients and families they serve.

With the COVID-19 pandemic still lingering, this year’s celebration  
looked slightly different. Events were held at three different locations — 
St. Luke’s Monroe Campus, St. Luke’s Visiting Nurse Association and  
the network’s newest hospital, St. Luke’s Carbon Campus.

Designed with everyone’s safety in mind, front line healthcare heroes 
were greeted by members of the VNA leadership team with music, 
balloons and boxed breakfasts. Raffle baskets and gift cards were also 
distributed at the “drive-thru breakfast.” Breakfast boxes were delivered 
to the staff at the St. Luke’s Brian D. Perin Hospice House as well.

This past year has continued to be a difficult year for the professional 
teams that care for families and patients in their homes. St. Luke’s home 
health team provided over 100,000 home visits and St. Luke’s Hospice 
team admitted over 1,500 patients. Caring for individuals in the place they 
call home can come with great challenges, but in return it also delivers 
tremendous rewards. This critically important work could not occur 
without the dedication, empathy, and care that this team provides to so 
many people every day, year round. 

“This talented group of caregivers always deserves our recognition,”  
says Lisa Giovanni, President, St. Luke’s Visiting Nurse Association.  
“Their commitment this year to finding innovative ways to continue  
caring for the most vulnerable in our community is absolutely  
cause for celebration.”

 
 

SPECIAL THANKS to our generous community for donating to our VNA Nurse 
appreciation raffles: American Hairlines, A-List Salon and Spa, The Banana Factory,  
Tina Cantelmi Agentis, Patti’s Petals and St. Luke’s Plastic & Reconstructive Surgery.
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St. Luke’s  
Memorial Tree of Life 

Honor a relative, 
loved one or  
special friend  

by dedicating a plaque in their name on the 
Memorial Tree of Life at St. Luke’s Brian D. 

Perin Hospice House. Naming opportunities are 
available for those who wish to create an ever-

lasting memorial for someone they’ve lost. 

One-time gifts and pledges of $1,000 or more 
will secure your personalized plaque as follows:

Stone - $4,000
Acorn - $3,000

Gold Leaf - $2,000
Silver Leaf - $1,500

Copper Leaf - $1,000

Proceeds from the Memorial Tree of Life will 
support St. Luke’s Hospice Endowment Fund to 
ensure that everyone in need of hospice care 
will have access to compassionate, end-of-life 
care and bereavement services, regardless of 
their ability to pay.

Please visit sluhn.org/supporthospicecare  
to make your gift online, or complete and return 

the attached donation form.

For more information about naming 
opportunities, memorializing a loved 

one or leaving a legacy gift please email 
developmentoffice@sluhn.org  

or call 484-526-3067.

Nurse-Family 
Partnership
INVESTING IN THE 
FIRST 1,000 DAYS
Did you know that children’s brains grow and 
change more in the first 1,000 days of their  
lives — from the time of conception to their 
second birthdays — than at any other time?  
That’s why the first 1,000 days are so critical for 
giving babies a healthy start.

The brain starts as a handful of microscopic 
cells, but by age two it has developed into a 
complex organ that allows children to learn to 
walk, talk and read. During this transformational 
period, a mother’s well-being – both physical 
and mental – along with her environment and 
lifestyle habits have a powerful effect on her 
child’s future health.

The St. Luke’s Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP) 
program is dedicated to building relationships 
with young, vulnerable mothers to help coach 
and support them and their child during those 
first 1,000 days. 

By providing education on health, development 
and parenting, setting life goals and sharing 
resources, NFP nurses are not only teaching 
young women how to be good mothers,  
but empowering them to be confident, 
responsible adults.  

Thanks to the generous support of our 
donors, NFP continues to improve the lives 
of mothers, babies and families in  
our community.
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Margarita routinely collaborates with physical
and occupational therapists, as well as aides
and social service managers. Seeing patients in
their home allows her to get a real sense for
how they are coping in their day-to-day lives.  

“If it appears that one of my patients is
having a hard time affording food or
medications, I immediately get social
services involved,” says Margarita.  

Before finishing each visit, Margarita updates
the patient’s chart, entering all the data
collected during the visit. It’s not unusual for
her to contact physicians to share a concern
or make a follow-up appointment. “I often
schedule doctor appointments for my patients
because missing appointments increases the
likelihood of readmission, and I want to keep
them out of the hospital.”

Margarita builds relationships with her
patients and their families, quickly  becoming
familiar with their home setting and establish-
ing a customized care plan to keep them
healthy and safe. She enjoys the progression
of patients being “kind of okay” when they
leave the hospital, to healthy and self-sufficient
by the time she discharges them. “It’s very
gratifying,” she says.

“Moving into home health care was definitely
not a step-down,” explains Margarita. The
Home Health team are seasoned nurses with a
great deal of hospital experience. According to
Margarita, “As a home health nurse you get to
use all of your knowledge and put it to use. The
work is well-rounded and very challenging.” 

To learn more about St. Luke’s Home Health:
https://www.slhn.org/vna/home-health
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After completing
medical school,
her residency and
fellowship training

in Toledo, Ohio, Vicki M. Bertka, MD, joined
a private family practice where she provided
care for everyone from newborns to centenar-
ians and even delivered babies. During her 15
years at the practice, Dr. Bertka began to ex-
plore her own spirituality and attended retreats
led by a Brother who was also a physician. In-
trigued by the concept of spirituality in medi-
cine, at times she lamented the limitations –
time, patient volume – which prevented her
from incorporating more of that spirituality
into her everyday practice.

In addition to being a family physician at a busy
practice, Dr. Bertka and her husband were very
active with scouts as her boys were growing up.
They held many leadership roles over the years
and experienced more than their share of rainy
campouts. For years they were also heavily in-
volved in the music ministry at their church.
So in 2000, when the opportunity was
presented to become a part-time medical
director at Hospice of Northwest Ohio, she
couldn’t refuse. The large hospice program
included two inpatient centers and provided

end-of-life services for more
than 2,000 patients and their
families each year. 

In her new role, Dr. Bertka
was responsible for keeping
the organization compliant
with hospice care guidelines,

writing narratives and orders, and managing
staff, along with other administrative duties.
She also regularly performed acute symptom
management visits and rounded in the inpa-
tient centers as well as with patients receiving
hospice care in their homes. 

From early in her hospice tenure, Dr. Bertka
recalls an older women at the end of her life
confiding in her that she was going home. “I
quickly realized she was not talking about her
house and that she was at peace… I felt so
blessed to witness that,” Dr. Bertka shared.
She also remembers a young man who spent
several weeks in the inpatient unit. They
developed a relationship, regularly discussing
his faith and he shared that he had never been
baptized but wanted to be. “I can help you
do that,” Dr. Bertka told him. The chaplain
performed the baptism and, at the patient’s
request, Dr. Bertka was a witness. “It was so
profound to be asked to serve as a witness
and to help him in his journey.” St. Luke’s Visiting Nurse 

Association, as part of St. Luke’s
University Health Network, 

provides compassionate, 
excellent quality, cost-effective

home health care, hospice 
services and home-based
parent/child programs.
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There is no set number of hours you must commit to volunteering for St. Luke’s Hospice.
All St. Luke’s Hospice volunteers receive training to ensure they feel comfortable with their tasks.
To learn more, contact the Volunteer Office at 484-526-2779 or visit sluhn.org/volunteernow.

Learn More About Volunteering

Make a Tax-Free Gift from Your IRA
The recent pandemic has made us realize how important it is for health care organizations

to be able to respond quickly and effectively to any challenge. There is a simple but signifi-

cant way for you to help ensure St. Luke’s Hospice can continue to provide compassionate

care for our patients and their families. If you are 70-1/2 years old or older, you can make

yearly gifts to St. Luke’s University Health Network through a direct transfer from your IRA

without paying taxes on the amount you donate. Email us at: developmentoffice@sluhn.org

to receive your FREE copy of “A Tax-Smart Way to Give Through your IRA.”

REGISTER TODAY!

10TH ANNUAL ST. LUKE’S HOSPICE BIKE RIDE 

All proceeds benefit the St. Luke’s Hospice program.

This event allows bike enthusiasts of all abilities to participate in either
a 20- or 30-mile out and back ride. Rain or shine, the ride begins and
ends on the D&L National Heritage Trail, at the Lehighton Trailhead,
200 North Main Lane, Lehighton, Pennsylvania. 

To learn more about ways to leave a legacy and make an impact at 

St. Luke’s, visit our new Planned Giving website at sluhn.planmylegacy.org.

“Through hospice I can be of service to

patients and their families, combining

my faith and my medical expertise.”

Dr. Bertka acknowledges that it can also be
challenging to emotionally support these
patients. At times they are angry and project
that anger on caregivers, and in other scenarios
the patient is accepting of the situation, but the
family is not. Hospice provides medical care to
patients so they can be comfortable and satis-
fied and meet goals as they approach death.
But, Dr. Bertka reminds us, the family mem-
bers are patients too. 

Dr. Bertka thinks of her practice as more of a
calling than a specialty. Long before she joined
hospice, she experienced personal spiritual
growth and is honored to be able to incorpo-
rate that spirituality into her hospice care.
“The opportunity just wasn’t available in my
busy family practice,” she explains. “Through
hospice I can be of service to patients and
their families, combining my faith and my
medical expertise.”

Vicki M. Bertka, MD, is board certified in hos-
pice and palliative medicine. She graduated
from University of Toledo College of Medi-
cine, and completed her residency at Medical
College of Ohio (both now called The Univer-
sity of Toledo Health Science Campus). Dr.
Bertka and her husband, St. Luke’s physician
Kenneth R. Bertka, MD, joined St. Luke’s in
2017 and now live in Coopersburg with their
newly adopted pair of four-year-old chihuahua
/miniature schnauzer pups. They have two
grown sons, one granddaughter, seven grand-
cats and two grand-dogs. 

Learn more: https://findadoctor.slhn.org

Planned 
Giving

Creating a Healthier Future Together

A great way to give and receive

Vicki M. Bertka, MD

Hospice and 
Palliative Medicine 
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Register for the ride at
https://www.slhn.org/vna/bikeride
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JUNE 5, 2021 
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1 New this year: Create your own personal fundraising page to share 
why you support this important ride. Then, spread the word through
social media, email, and text so your family, friends, and colleagues can
donate and support your fundraiser. Learn more and sign up at:
https://www.justgiving.com/campaign/HospiceBikeRide

After 20 years of working
in a variety of settings, in-
cluding medical/surgical,
wound care and cardiac
units, Margarita Bernhard
was ready for a change. In
2016, the St. Luke’s RN took
a position as a home health
nurse and never looked back.

St. Luke’s Home Health pro-
fessionals provide care and

education to patients and their families follow-
ing a hospitalization or while managing an ill-
ness. Care is medically directed and delivered in
the patient’s home, under an established treat-
ment plan approved by the patient’s physician.

“In the hospital, we fix patients and send
them home.  As a home health nurse, I pro-
vide tools to help those patients manage
their own care at home,” she explains.

Margarita typically visits six to eight down-
town Allentown households. Many of her
patients are dealing with chronic conditions
including uncontrolled diabetes, hypertension,
heart failure and COPD. Others have been dis-
charged from the hospital following surgical
procedures varying from cardiac bypass to total
knee replacement. She provides wound care,
teaches patients and families about new med-
ications and shows newly diagnosed diabetics
how to check their blood sugar levels and ad-
minister insulin. Recently, Margarita’s cases
have also included COVID-19 patients who
required oxygen after leaving the hospital.

Margarita Bernhard

“The patient population at Hospice was
different than my family practice,” ex-
plains Dr. Bertka. “The patients needed
more education and more emotional
help, and I was able to spend time with
those who needed it the most.”
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Margarita routinely collaborates with physical
and occupational therapists, as well as aides
and social service managers. Seeing patients in
their home allows her to get a real sense for
how they are coping in their day-to-day lives.  

“If it appears that one of my patients is
having a hard time affording food or
medications, I immediately get social
services involved,” says Margarita.  

Before finishing each visit, Margarita updates
the patient’s chart, entering all the data
collected during the visit. It’s not unusual for
her to contact physicians to share a concern
or make a follow-up appointment. “I often
schedule doctor appointments for my patients
because missing appointments increases the
likelihood of readmission, and I want to keep
them out of the hospital.”

Margarita builds relationships with her
patients and their families, quickly  becoming
familiar with their home setting and establish-
ing a customized care plan to keep them
healthy and safe. She enjoys the progression
of patients being “kind of okay” when they
leave the hospital, to healthy and self-sufficient
by the time she discharges them. “It’s very
gratifying,” she says.

“Moving into home health care was definitely
not a step-down,” explains Margarita. The
Home Health team are seasoned nurses with a
great deal of hospital experience. According to
Margarita, “As a home health nurse you get to
use all of your knowledge and put it to use. The
work is well-rounded and very challenging.” 

To learn more about St. Luke’s Home Health:
https://www.slhn.org/vna/home-health
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care for everyone from newborns to centenar-
ians and even delivered babies. During her 15
years at the practice, Dr. Bertka began to ex-
plore her own spirituality and attended retreats
led by a Brother who was also a physician. In-
trigued by the concept of spirituality in medi-
cine, at times she lamented the limitations –
time, patient volume – which prevented her
from incorporating more of that spirituality
into her everyday practice.

In addition to being a family physician at a busy
practice, Dr. Bertka and her husband were very
active with scouts as her boys were growing up.
They held many leadership roles over the years
and experienced more than their share of rainy
campouts. For years they were also heavily in-
volved in the music ministry at their church.
So in 2000, when the opportunity was
presented to become a part-time medical
director at Hospice of Northwest Ohio, she
couldn’t refuse. The large hospice program
included two inpatient centers and provided

end-of-life services for more
than 2,000 patients and their
families each year. 

In her new role, Dr. Bertka
was responsible for keeping
the organization compliant
with hospice care guidelines,

writing narratives and orders, and managing
staff, along with other administrative duties.
She also regularly performed acute symptom
management visits and rounded in the inpa-
tient centers as well as with patients receiving
hospice care in their homes. 

From early in her hospice tenure, Dr. Bertka
recalls an older women at the end of her life
confiding in her that she was going home. “I
quickly realized she was not talking about her
house and that she was at peace… I felt so
blessed to witness that,” Dr. Bertka shared.
She also remembers a young man who spent
several weeks in the inpatient unit. They
developed a relationship, regularly discussing
his faith and he shared that he had never been
baptized but wanted to be. “I can help you
do that,” Dr. Bertka told him. The chaplain
performed the baptism and, at the patient’s
request, Dr. Bertka was a witness. “It was so
profound to be asked to serve as a witness
and to help him in his journey.” St. Luke’s Visiting Nurse 
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St. Luke’s, visit our new Planned Giving website at sluhn.planmylegacy.org.

“Through hospice I can be of service to

patients and their families, combining

my faith and my medical expertise.”

Dr. Bertka acknowledges that it can also be
challenging to emotionally support these
patients. At times they are angry and project
that anger on caregivers, and in other scenarios
the patient is accepting of the situation, but the
family is not. Hospice provides medical care to
patients so they can be comfortable and satis-
fied and meet goals as they approach death.
But, Dr. Bertka reminds us, the family mem-
bers are patients too. 

Dr. Bertka thinks of her practice as more of a
calling than a specialty. Long before she joined
hospice, she experienced personal spiritual
growth and is honored to be able to incorpo-
rate that spirituality into her hospice care.
“The opportunity just wasn’t available in my
busy family practice,” she explains. “Through
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was ready for a change. In
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nurse and never looked back.
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ness. Care is medically directed and delivered in
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ment plan approved by the patient’s physician.

“In the hospital, we fix patients and send
them home.  As a home health nurse, I pro-
vide tools to help those patients manage
their own care at home,” she explains.

Margarita typically visits six to eight down-
town Allentown households. Many of her
patients are dealing with chronic conditions
including uncontrolled diabetes, hypertension,
heart failure and COPD. Others have been dis-
charged from the hospital following surgical
procedures varying from cardiac bypass to total
knee replacement. She provides wound care,
teaches patients and families about new med-
ications and shows newly diagnosed diabetics
how to check their blood sugar levels and ad-
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have also included COVID-19 patients who
required oxygen after leaving the hospital.
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“The patient population at Hospice was
different than my family practice,” ex-
plains Dr. Bertka. “The patients needed
more education and more emotional
help, and I was able to spend time with
those who needed it the most.”
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Winter Warm-Up 
CALL FOR DONATIONS

Help support St. Luke’s Hospice patients and families by donating to the Warm Up for Winter Sale.  
Hand-knitted, crocheted or quilted winter wear items needed are Blankets, Quilts, Mittens,  

Gloves, Hats, Scarves or other winter weather items for all ages and sizes.

DONATIONS CAN BE DROPPED OFF AT:

House Calls is published by St. Luke’s Visiting Nurse Association.

St. Luke’s Home Health/St. Luke’s
Hospice/Nurse-Family Partnership
240 Union Station Plaza, Bethlehem, PA 18015
484-526-1100   www.sluhn.org

St. Luke’s Brian D. Perin
Hospice House
2455 Black River Road
Bethlehem, PA 18015
Sunday – Saturday 8am-8pm

St. Luke’s VNA
240 Union Station Plaza
Bethlehem, PA 18015
Monday – Friday 8am-4pm

Donations will be accepted through July 1, 2022.

For more information, contact 
Bethany Gray at 484-526-2779 or 
Bethany.gray@sluhn.org


