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Out of Horror, There is Hope!

R

An emotional story of courage and survival
Patrice Athanasidy

uth Wachner Pagirsky, born into a wealthy Jewish
family in Berlin, had the St. Catharine Academy
community listening to every word as she told her
personal Holocaust story at a sophomore assembly this spring.
She traced the years from fleeing to Poland in 1936 through her
emigration to the United States.
In a soft spoken voice, Ms. Pagirsky, now 87, vividly
recounted the loss of many family members; the violence she
witnessed; the fear she experienced and finally liberation. She
described posing as a Polish slave laborer and pretending to be
mute for three years to hide her German accent.
When the war was over, Ms. Pagirsky and a cousin had
survived. Three hundred of her family members were
among the six million Jews killed in the Holocaust. By 1948,
in America, Pagirsky started a new life with fellow survivor
Irving Pagirsky, becoming his bride.
According to Roseanne Riolo, English teacher, “The
students were riveted on her words and there were numerous
questions that she answered honestly.” She said one question
stood out in her mind. “Students were amazed that after being
gang raped, this courageous woman went on to get married,
have her own children, and is fortunate enough to have
grandchildren.”
Ms. Riolo pointed to the tears throughout the auditorium as
one sign of the effect Ms. Pagirsky had.
Diana Djurasevic, sophomore, said, “When Ms.Pagirsky
was delineating her experiences during the Holocaust, my
emotions were extremely difficult to handle. I cannot even
imagine the pain she went through. Listening to her story
made me realize that reading a textbook about the Holocaust
was simply not enough.”
The students had read Elie Wiesel’s Night to prep for
the lecture, which was sponsored by St. Catharine’s English
department as part of the new Common Core curriculum,
formally beginning this fall.
“She was invited because of the unit on Tolerance in the
English 10 classes,” Ms. Riolo said. “We had been reading

Above: (Seated )Ruth Wachner Pagirsky (left) and Sr. Patricia
Wolf, RSM with sophomore students who attended the
assembly. Standing with the students is Billie Lederman,
Assistant Principal.

Night by Elie Weisel and we wanted to bring a true to life
situation to the girls here.”
Ms. Pagirsky, who lives in Belle Harbor, speaks to students
around the city as part of the Speakers Bureau of the Museum
of Jewish Heritage.

❛❛

Her story was something that will always stay with
me…It touched me in so many different ways, and
it makes me appreciate everything even more than
I did before.
— Jessie Gjyriqi

❜❜

Ms. Riolo, Meg Whelan and Christina Antico, English
teachers, and Billie Lederman, assistant principal of
recruitment and instructional services, worked together to
bring this unique lecture to St. Catharine’s for the first time.

Sophomore student Nerys Castillo concluded, “I was truly
touched by Ms. Pagirsky’s anecdotes because of how she was
able to surmount such enormous obstacles in her life. I was not
only impressed by her tenacious attitude but by how young she
was and being able to remain impervious even after she lost
every meaningful person in her life. She is truly an inspiration
to young girls everywhere.” v

What Do Sacred Spaces Mean to You? Amber’s Revelation (page 4)

Message from

the President

Taking the Long View
Sr. Patricia Wolf, RSM ’62

S

ometimes we take
things for granted, like
the routine structures of
a school day, or the attention
to the maintenance needs of a
60 year old building, or procedures that enhance the safety
of our students. Viewed from
this side, these concerns are
certainly the ordinary business
of our lives.
Then, someone comes along
to remind us that, just maybe,
our daily routines are not so
ordinary after all.
Thus my reflections when I
received an essay titled Sacred
Spaces by Amber Pagan ’12
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who was writing for a class
at NYU where she is a freshman. I was taken aback by
what Amber experienced in
her four years at SCA. I was
also gratified and humbled.
She brought me to a new
appreciation of fidelity to
mission. She reminded me of
how God works in the ordinariness of life. She gave me
perspective on the long view
of a day at SCA.
The Long View
There is a beautiful prayer
attributed to the late Archbishop Oscar Romero, martyr of El Salvador, but really
penned by Kenneth Untener,
Bishop of Saginaw, for John
Cardinal Dearden of Detroit.
Titled “A Future Not Our
Own”, it begins:

It helps now and then to step
back and take a long view.
The Kingdom is not only
beyond our efforts,
it is beyond our vision.
As the opening of SCA’s
Quasquicentennial, September 2014, fast approaches, the
founding Sisters of Mercy
could not have imagined St.
Catharine Academy 125 years
later. There was no grand
scheme. There was just the
belief, rooted in the Sisters
of Mercy founder Catherine
McAuley that women were
entitled to an excellent education and these sisters had been
entrusted with the responsibility to make that happen.
They were about laying a
foundation for a value system,
religious beliefs and academic
grounding that their students
could take with them for the
rest of their lives. The names
of Sr. Christine, Sr. Aquinas,
and Sr. Loyola come to mind.
This was their long view.

We live in a different time
than our founders but some
things remain the same.
There is no grand scheme to
the nurturing environment
that Amber experienced at
SCA over the past four years.
Simply, we are tasked to
create a comfortable environment which includes safety,
beauty, academic rigor, and
respect—the values, religious
beliefs, and academic grounding that today’s Catharinite
will take with them for the
rest of their lives. While we
do that intentionally, Amber
reminded me that God’s
grace is always present and
that the results are beyond
our vision.
I close by inviting you to
read Amber Pagan’s essay on
pages 4 and 5 and to pray the
prayer of “A Future Not Our
Own” in its entirety. I encourage you to visit us on SCA’s
Facebook and share your
reflections. v

A Future Not Our Own
It helps now and then to step back and take the long view.
The Kingdom is not only beyond our efforts,it is beyond our vision.
We accomplish in our lifetime only a fraction of the magnificent enterprise that is God’s work.
Nothing we do is complete, which is another way of saying that the kingdom always lies beyond us.
No statement says all that could be said. No prayer fully expresses our faith.
No confession brings perfection, no pastoral visit brings wholeness.
No program accomplishes the Church’s mission.
No set of goals and objectives include everything.
This is what we are about. We plant seeds that one day will grow.
We water seeds already planted knowing that they hold future promise.
We lay foundations that will need further development.
We provide yeast that produces effects far beyond our capabilities.
We cannot do everything, and there is a sense of liberation in realizing this.
This enables us to do something, and to do it very well.
It may be incomplete, but it is a beginning,a step along the way,
an opportunity for the Lord’s grace to enter and do the rest.
We may never see the end results, but that is the difference
between the master builder and the worker.
We are workers, not master builders, ministers, not messiahs. We are prophets of a future not our own.

MULTI YEAR
REUNION

T

he annual SCA Multi-year Reunion was held on Sunday, April 28,
2013 in the school gymnasium. This year’s celebrants were from
the classes ending in 3’s and 8’s. On hand were 178 returning
alumnae, 9 guests and 12 past and present faculty members and staff.
Yellow roses were presented to the 25 returning alum from the class of 1963,
celebrating their 50th year. White roses were presented to the 24 returning alum from
the class of 1988, who celebrated their 25th year. Red roses were also given to
the alum from 1948 and 1958 who celebrated their 65th and 55th anniversaries.
A record number of alumnae travelled from 14 states to join in the celebration, including AZ, CT, DE, FL, IL, MA, MD, NC, NJ, OH, PA, SC and
VA. For a list of attendees and to view the photo album, visit scahs.org, click
on the Alumnae tab.

1963
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Identifying
Sacred Spaces

by Amber Elise Pagan ’12

Amber Pagan currently is a freshman
at NYU. This essay was written for
a class and is reprinted with her
permission.

What does it mean to be sacred?
According to the Webster dictionary,
there are two definitions of sacred:
“entitled to reverence and respect”,
and “highly valued and important”.
Sacred spaces are to be respected
and valued. There are many places
throughout the world that are seen as
sacred places, such as churches, synagogues and mosques, which are mainly
religiously affiliated. When I think
of the word sacred I think of a “safe
haven” – a place where you feel safe
and set apart from the rest of society,
but also a place that welcomes you as
you are. One place that I find sacred in
my own life would be Saint Catharine
Academy, my Catholic all girls high
school in the Bronx.
The mission statement of our school
states “We shape a future for young
women by providing quality secondary
education that is faithful to the Gospel, Catholic tradition and the educational values of the Sisters of Mercy.”
The school does this by combining
academic excellence with educational
initiatives that encourage the development of women’s leadership, respect
the ethnic and cultural diversity present in our world and demonstrate
commitment to the service of others.
This school has stayed true to its
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mission statement. It has provided me
with an education far beyond the typical English, math and science; it has
taught me about character and respect
for myself and the world around me. A
sacred place should make a change in
you; and when you walk out of it, you
should still hold the values of sacredness. You are a reflection of the sacred
space where you spend your time,
whether it is a church congregation or
in my case, a school building.

Experiencing a School as Sacred
When I first applied to this school,
I can honestly say that I did not see
this place as sacred or understand the
importance of an education from a
private school. Looking back, I cherish
the fact that I had the opportunity of
being a member of this community. As
the years went on I realized how much
I truly value the experience I had those
four years and I believe that this place
is “entitled to reverence and respect”.
What I noticed first about the
school were the safety measures taken
to protect the students. A sacred
space is public, but not necessarily
easily accessible. At my school, students and visitors followed different
procedures for entering and leaving
the school. If you were not a student
you entered by the front door, where
you were buzzed in by the secretary.
Students were allowed access through
the back of the school, where the
school was left unlocked for this pur-

pose. Once school started the door
was locked and students had to be
buzzed in through the front door.
Many buildings take safety measures, but what I found even more
touching was the fact that teachers,
assistant principals and even the
head principal would take turns
everyday, standing outside during
dismissal to make sure that each
girl left the school grounds safely.
Usually after middle school, administration does not take the time to
supervise dismissal, but this school
did. I believe that is what makes a
sacred place – where the members
of the place are more valued than
those who are in charge. Each day
the staff put the students’ safety
above their own.

Respecting the Sacred
A sacred space has to be entitled to
respect. In order to be respected,
there must be some ground rules.
This private school took pride in its
students, and wished to create an
environment in which each student
could excel. I remember receiving a
small book which I had to read and
then sign a contract that I would
abide by the rules of the school. If
not, I would be expelled. At that
point, I understood that this high
school was unlike any other high
school I was planning to attend.
People here took education seriously.
I believe any educational institution should be looked at as a
sacred space. Students often overlook the sacredness of receiving an
education. Each day I spent at this
high school I was reminded how
privileged I was to be able to attend school, especially being a female. There are many places where
people are not allowed to attend
school, and even more places that
still believe women are not entitled
to an education.

Sharing the Sacred
The French sociologist, Emile
Durkheim (1858-1917) states the
following in The Social as Sacred:
“the sacred is the realm of important matters, the great concerns
that affect the life of the entire
community.” In other words, the
sacred space not only affects the
individuals, but should offer something to the world around them. If
the sacred space does not share its
values with the public, the space
cannot fully function.
My high school allowed its values to be spread across the globe,
not only to its students. Our mission as students was to make a
change, so each year we would focus on a different part of the world
that was facing an issue and we
would find ways to help. One year
we focused on bringing awareness
of the issue of sex trafficking and
women being abused in the Congo.
Another year we raised money for
girls in Africa to come to America
to receive an education. Throughout these yearlong projects, the
school body was able to act together to focus not on ourselves but on
others. When you are able to do
this, you are able to better understand yourself.
The environment of a sacred
space should make you feel invited
and safe. Nature is usually a sign
of sacredness, and this high school
takes pride in the back yard which
has abundant trees. The front of
the school has flowers near the
entrance and in most of the classrooms you can find at least a plant
or two. Throughout the building
you will find religious signs, and
there is even a chapel in which you
can go for reflection, quiet time or
just to think.
Even though this high school is
labeled as a Catholic institution and

theology classes are a requirement,
other denominations are not turned
away. Many Muslims and Jehovah
Witnesses attend the high school.
No one is discriminated against,
and administration has zero tolerance for bullying. All are welcome
and at the end of the day, you are
left with the feeling that you have
someplace you belonged.
The sacred space of my high
school can easily be compared to
the sacred space of the Heorot seen
in the epic Beowulf. The heorot
was a place where mainly men
gathered not only to celebrate their
culture but to plan on how to deal
with the evils of the world outside
of the safety of the heorot. This heorot was a symbol of unity among
the men who gathered in the court
of the king. It was a place in which
the men were able to prepare themselves to deal with the troubles of
the monsters surrounding their
“safe haven”. Like the heorot,
my high school allows the unity of
females to come together and celebrate and learn how to change the
world around them. Both of these
sacred spaces can be seen as symbols of power and unity, focused on
strengthening a group who wish to
make a change for the better.

My School, My Sacred Space
Saint Catharine Academy in my
opinion is the best example of a
sacred space. It shows that a sacred
space should be obtainable by everyone, while allowing safety. The
sacredness of a space should be
shared beyond the community of
the members and the mission of the
sacred space should be to make a
change for the better. Being part of
a sacred space makes you feel part
of a community and helps you to
understand the need for sacredness
throughout the world. v
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Class
N
ot e s
NOTES
1955 Ann Cronin Davis of Bellmore,
NY sends a special message to Sr. M. Pius
(Margaret Ann Friel ’51): “It was wonderful to speak with you about growing up in
Highbridge and going to Sacred Heart. It
was the greatest.”
1956 Connie Trocchio Cashman, living in Sarasota, FL writes, “My husband
and I were blessed with our fourth great
grandchild on September 5, 2012.

1959 Maureen O’Day Rydberg and
husband, Daniel, residents of Middletown,
RI have been married 47 years. They have
two children and 6 grandchildren. They are
ready to retire this year, hopefully to Florida.

1960 Nancy Slavin Healy of Niantic,
CT sent her wishes in January to the class
of 1960 for a healthy and Happy New Year.
Lorraine Giacopino LaShell recently
retired as co-founder and publisher of a
New Jersey magazine for women. “Time
to relax!”, she writes. Lorraine resides in
Wayne, NJ.

1961 Kathleen Flynn McAvoy’s life is
very busy. She and her husband welcomed
their 7th grandchild, Nathaniel Wolz on
January 7, 2013; her youngest daughter, Dr.
Florence McAvoy, VMD (Merion Mercy
Academy graduate) became engaged to
Ryan Miller of Lebanon, PA with a summer 2014 wedding planned. Kathleen also
asks prayers for her son, Thomas Aquinas,
a USMC Major who has been deployed to

Please remember
St. Catharine
Academy
in your will.
Our legal title is
St. Catharine Academy,
2250 Williamsbridge Road,
Bronx, New York

10469

Helmand Province in Afghanistan. She
writes, “Please pray for his safe return to his
wife and three little ones.”
Marguerite Moliterno Pizzo of Mamaroneck, NY wrote her reflections on Sr.
Mary Margaret Fitzgerald, RSM:
As a proud graduate of St. Catharine Academy, ’61 and Mercy College, ’65, I was sad to
read of the passing of Sr. Margaret Fitzgerald.
I had written to Sr. Margaret in October 2011
on the occasion of her 75th anniversary as a
Sister of Mercy. Sister Margaret, along with all
the Sisters of Mercy, had a profound impact on
my life. She was a dedicated teacher of French
and Latin who set high expectations for her
students. Her quiet manner, lovely smile, commitment to excellence, and unbelievable energy inspired us as young scholars. As moderator of the “Mercian”, the SCA yearbook, she
provided an unforgettable experience for her
student-staff. Most important, she was a role
model in her unwavering faith and devotion to
God. I will always be a “Mercy Girl”.

1964 Pat McCarthy Luboff and her
husband, Peter, are songwriters. They
write, teach, and have written two books on
how to write songs. They reside in Nashville, TN, where they moved to in 2000 after living in Los Angeles for 27 years. They
have had some commercial success, with recordings by Patti LaBelle, Bobby Womack
and Snoop Dog! Pat writes, “Nashville is
the songwriting center of the world and we
thank God every day for bringing us here.”

p

IN MEMORIAM
Sandra Ferrari DeCicco ’84
March 17, 2013
Peggy Anne Quinn ’67
April 21, 2013

1962 Lucille Viggiano DiRuocco
writes, “I enjoyed visiting with all my SCA
classmates at our 50th reunion last April 29,
2012.” Lucille lives in Mt. Kisco, NY.

Sr. Mary Paul Reynolds, OSF
April 29, 2013
(SCA faculty/staff member
1972-1986)

Allana Maikish Nappi and her family
want to thank all for their prayers in regard
to their son Michael, who for 2 plus years
battled cancer and went home to God on
November 23, 2012. “May you all be blessed
with the same care and love you have given
us. We continue to enjoy our grandchildren, Samantha, 6 and Ryan, 4.” Allana
also writes, “I so enjoyed returning to SCA
to cheer on the SCA Varsity basketball
team.” Allana and her husband live in
Somers, NY.

Steven Cioffi
March 5, 2013
Husband of Luisa Promuto
Cioffi ‘94

1963 Elizabeth Shortt Minkowski
celebrated 46 years of marriage to husband,
William. The couple resides in Fishkill,
NY and have three children: Martin, Alison
and Brian; 3 grandchildren, Jerome Jr., 6
and twins Amira and Amari, 3. Martin
recently received his PhD in Geography
from University of Buffalo, Buffalo, NY
and relocated to Redlands, CA.

For more Class Notes, visit our website, scahs.org, and click on the Alumnae tab.

Louis Francis Ciniglio
April 8, 2013
Husband of Patricia Saunders
Ciniglio ‘55
Eileen Doran
April 23, 2013
Mother of Maureen Doran
Houlihan ’74 and
Kathleen Doran Clarke ‘72

Sr. Mary Joel O’Grady, RSM ‘44
(Agnes O’Grady)

May 23, 2013

p

(SCA faculty 1958-1960)
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SCA Class of 2013 College Acceptances

Adelphi University *

CUNY/College of Staten Island

Hofstra University *

Niagara County Community College

Schenectady County Community College

The Art Institute of Raleigh-Durham

Adelphi University School of Business

CUNY/LaGuardia Community College

Howard University

School of Visual Arts

The Culinary Institute of America *

Adelphi University School of Nursing

CUNY/Hostos Community College

Indiana University of Pennsylvania

North Country Community College/
Ticonderoga

Tidewater Community College

Albany College of Pharmacy and
Health Sciences *

CUNY/Hunter College

Iona College *

Notre Dame de Namur University

Seton Hall University

Union College

Alvernia University *

CUNY/John Jay College

Seton Hill University

University of Bridgeport *

CUNY/Kingsborough Community College

Ithaca College School of Humanities
& Sciences *

Nyack College

Seton Hall University College of Nursing

Johnson & Wales University *

Orange County Community College

St. Bonaventure University *

University of California, Los Angeles,
College of Letters and Science *

Keuka College

Pace University/New York City *

La Salle University *

Pace University/Dyson College of
Arts and Sciences

Averett University
Barry University *
Belmont Abbey College
Berkeley College
Broome Community College
California State University/
Long Beach
California University of Pennsylvania
Cheyney University of Pennsylvania
Clinton Community College
College of Mt. St. Vincent *
College of New Rochelle *
College of St. Rose
College of Westchester *
Concordia College
Cornell University School of Hotel
Management
CUNY/Baruch College *
CUNY/Borough of Manhattan
Community College
CUNY/Bronx Community College
CUNY/Brooklyn College
CUNY/City College

B

CUNY/City College Division of Science

CUNY/Lehman College
CUNY/Medgar Evers College
CUNY-Macaulay Honors College at Hunter *
CUNY/Queens College

Laboratory Institute of Merchandising *

CUNY/Queensborough Community College Le Moyne College
Lesley University
CUNY/York College
Daemen College
Daniel Webster College
Delaware State University *
Dominican College *
Dowling College *
Drexel University
Fairleigh Dickinson University *
Felician College *
Florida International University *
Fordham University *
Fordham University Gabelli School of
Business
George Washington University
Georgian Court University *
Hair Design Institute
Hartwick College *
Herkimer County Community College

Long Island University/CW Post *
Long Island University/Brentwood
Long Island University/Brooklyn
Manhattan College *
Manhattanville College *
Mercy College *
Mohawk Valley Community College
Molloy College
Monroe College
Mt. St. Mary College *
New York City College of Technology
New York Institute of Technology/
Old Westbury *

Ohio University

Pace University/Pleasantville Campus
Pennsylvania State University/Abington
Pennsylvania State University/
Altoona *

St. Francis College *

University of Central Florida

St. John’s University/Queens *

University of Hartford *

St. John’s University/Staten Island

University of Hartford College of Ed.,
Nursing, & Health

St. Leo University *
St. Peter’s University *

University of Maryland/College Park

St. Thomas Aquinas College *

University of Miami School of
Communication *

Suffolk University *

Pennsylvania State University/
Berks College

SUNY/Albany

Pennsylvania State University/Hazleton

SUNY/Buffalo State

University of Pennsylvania/East
Stroudsburg

Pennsylvania State University/
New Kensington

SUNY/Delhi

University of Scranton

Pennsylvania State University/
Schuylkill

SUNY/Fashion Institute of Technology

University of St. Joseph

SUNY/Old Westbury

University of Tampa

SUNY/Oneonta

University of Vermont

SUNY/Oswego

Utica College *

SUNY/Potsdam

Valencia College

SUNY/Purchase

Virginia State University

SUNY/Plattsburgh

Wheelock College *

SUNY/Stony Brook

Wood Tobe-Coburn School

SUNY/Westchester Community College

York College of Pennsylvania *

Pennsylvania State University/
University Park
Point Park University *
Post University *
Quinnipiac University *

New York Institute of Technology/
Central Islip

Regis University *

New York School of Interior Design

Rider University *

New York University *

Ringling College of Art and Design

Newbury College

Rockland Community College

Rhode Island School of Design

University of New Haven *

SUNY/Buffalo

Syracuse University
Temple University
The Art Institute of New York City

B

* Scholarship(s) awarded
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