
e are extremely pleased to announce that Jenni 
Ellis has been appointed as principal at Saint 

Mary’s Catholic School. She will begin on November 
1. Her eight-year-old son, Tilden, will enroll at Saint 
Mary’s School as a third grader.

Ms. Ellis was most recently head of  school at Sophia 
Academy in Atlanta, Ga. Sophia Academy merged 
with Notre Dame Academy, a Marist Catholic and 
International Baccalaureate World School in Duluth, 
Ga. Sophia Academy was a Marist school for children 
with learning differences, and it served students in 
kindergarten through twelfth grade. As head of  school 
there, Ms. Ellis successfully kept classes intentionally 
small and instruction individualized.

Prior to Sophia Academy, Ms. Ellis served at Marist 
School in Atlanta as assistant principal from 2007 to 
2015. She also served as director of  student activities 
from 2004 to 2007. From 2000 to 2004, she worked at 
Blessed Trinity Catholic High School in Roswell, Ga., as 
assistant principal, and prior to that as media specialist.

Before her administrative roles, Ms. Ellis taught sixth 
and eighth grade math, reading, language arts and social 
studies at Westside Middle School in Rocky Face, Ga.

Ms. Ellis holds a bachelor’s degree in middle grades 
education from the University of  Georgia, a certificate 
in gifted education from North Georgia Regional 
Educational Service Agency, and a master’s degree in 
library media technology from Georgia State University. 
In addition, Ms. Ellis has completed educational 
leadership coursework at Georgia State University and 
has given numerous presentations at National Catholic 
Educational Association annual conventions and other 
conferences. 

Ms. Ellis has been an active member of  Our Lady of  the 
Assumption Church in Atlanta as a Stephen Minister, 
catechist, women’s faith group co-founder and facilitator. 
She enjoys spending time with her family and friends, as 
well as travel, yoga and reading. 

Please join me in welcoming Ms. Ellis to the Saint 
Mary’s Catholic School and Parish community, and in 
thanking Dr. Cheryl Henig for her hard work, dedication 
and leadership as interim principal for the past six-and-
a-half  months. Dr. Henig has done a remarkable job 
stepping in when we needed her, and we are grateful for 
her steadfast leadership. 

Principal Jenni Ellis
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ll Saint Mary’s middle 
school students – rising 

sixth, seventh and eighth 
graders – were all required 
to read the book Fish by L.S. 
Matthews as part of  their 
summer reading assignment.

The idea was inspired at an 
International Baccalaureate 
workshop that Saint Mary’s IB 
coordinator Robin Rooks and 
IB Spanish instructor Mercy 
Thompson attended in Miami in 
2015. The goal, says Rooks, was 
to have a book in common that everyone could discuss.

Room for discussion
Fish tells the story of  Tiger, a child of  humanitarian aid 
workers living in a war-torn country. When conditions in 
the country become such that the family must evacuate, 
Tiger finds and decides to save a fish that is about to 
suffocate in an evaporating mud puddle. A Guide comes to 
help lead the family toward the border and to safety.

The book is purposefully vague – for instance, readers never 
know whether Tiger is a boy or a girl. Nor is it clear what 
country the family is evacuating.

“The book is vague enough to allow us to determine why 
we care about different issues: immigration, migration, 
missionaries, environment, cultural challenges, identity – it 
allows us to look at the story through different disciplines,” 
says Rooks.

Exploring the issues
The IB faculty had weekly meetings to discuss their projects 
around the book.

In Emily Chadwell’s history classes, Retired U.S. Army Col. 
David Lee talked to students about his role at a refugee camp 
in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, in 1994.

Col. Lee shared a PowerPoint presentation that included 
pictures of  the camp and its inhabitants, and artwork by 
the refugees who lived there. He talked about many of  
the factors that go into caring for refugees: food, water, 
medicine, shelter, entertainment, education, security and 
more.

Students in Chadwell’s classes also took virtual tours of  
refugee camps online, and located refugee camps all over the 
world using a map.

Tying in our faith
In Mrs. Pam Tuskey’s social studies classes, students used 
the book to launch a discussion and illustration of  human 
rights.

In Mrs. Slifka’s religion classes, the themes of  hope and faith 
emerged in discussion, and students compared the Guide in 
the book to Jesus.

French teacher Jessica Healy used Fish to lead discussion 
about how the French language spread to places like Canada, 
the Caribbean and Lousiana.

Teachers talked about Fish in all the disciplines.

“Middle School faculty agree that the students and teachers 
have enjoyed reading the same book and using it as a 
springboard for discussions on current events such as 
immigration, across academic content areas,” said Betsy 
Henning, media specialist “It also helped build a sense of  
community early in the year.” 
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Thompson attended in Miami in 
2015. The goal, says Rooks, was 
to have a book in common that everyone could discuss.

Shared book creates inter-disciplinary 
opportunities for IB students

his spring, 10 Saint Mary’s eighth-grade accelerated 
math students, under the guidance of  teacher Nadine 

Schiavo, competed against students from 294 schools from 
across the U.S. and Canada in a math contest. Sponsored by 
the Math League, the contest was a 30-question multiple 
choice test made up entirely of  word problems up to and 
including algebra I.

When Schiavo first encountered these students in sixth 
grade, she said they were afraid of  word problems: “Word 
problems just provoked fear in the hearts of  these young 
scholars.” They aren’t afraid any more. After studying math 
with Ms. Schiavo from sixth through eighth grade, the Saint 

Mary’s student team performed in the top 15% of  all the 
student teams who competed in the contest.

“I was very proud of  the students,” Ms. Schiavo said. “Word 
problems are typically the most troublesome. The types of  
problems on the contest required them to think differently, 
unconventionally and from a different perspective. It boggles 
my mind that just three years ago they were scared, even 
horrified, of  math word problems.

“Now they can go off  to high school feeling confident of  
doing word problems,” she said. “They are ready and willing 
to try even the toughest of  word problems.”

Word Problem Winners
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New faces gracing Saint Mary’s faculty this year (Continued on Page 4)

Jennifer Southworth 
is an aide with the junior 
kindergarten. She grew up in 
Norfolk, Va., where she lived 
for 18 years. She moved to 
Fredericksburg for college, 
came to Richmond for grad 
school and has lived here ever 
since.

Jennifer has a bachelor’s degree in psychology and has a 
M.A. in criminal justice. When she graduated, she wanted 
to work with troubled and disadvantaged youth, and served 
at two Richmond City schools teaching 6th grade math and 
algebra.

She loves that everyone at Saint Mary’s is helpful and 
involved, and is happy to be in a learning environment that 
includes Christ! Jennifer says she’s having a wonderful time 
working with the JK team.

Outside the classroom, Jennifer likes spending time with 
her husband, Theo, two stepdaughters who are 11 and 12, 
and her daughter, who is two-and-a-half. They like going to 
parks and museums, and have a Jack Russell Terrier named 
Jackson. Jennifer’s also a huge football fan. 

Carole Forkey is a middle school IB science teacher. She 
grew up in Henrico and Hanover County and has lived in 
Virginia all of  her life.  

Carole received her bachelor’s degree in secondary science 
education from Virginia Commonwealth University. She 
also received her master’s in education with an emphasis on 
curriculum and instruction from VCU. She has also received 
her endorsement in administration and supervision PreK – 
12 from James Madison University, and received National 
Board Teaching status in 2007. Carole has been a teacher at 
the middle school and high school levels for 31 years. 

Carole was looking to leave the public school system, and 
was drawn to Saint Mary’s for its unique atmosphere and 
opportunity to share in the strong sense of  community. 
She’s excited to be here and looks forward to a great school 
year. 

Outside the classroom, Carole likes to read and to spend 
time with family and friends. She is married and has two 
adult children and a daughter-in-law. Her son graduated 
from Liberty University in 2016 and married in 2017. 
He and his wife still live in Lynchburg. Her daughter is a 
student at Liberty University. She and her family have a cat 
and a dog. 

Jessie Teller is teaching fourth grade. She is from 
Richmond – grew up on the Southside and now lives in the 
West End. 

Jessie received her B.A. in communications from Hollins 
College (now Hollins University) in Roanoke. She worked at 
two different publications doing marketing, and decided to 
switch careers. She got her master’s in teaching from VCU. 
She taught for five years in Hanover County and five years in 
Henrico before coming to Saint Mary’s. 

She loves the small, family atmosphere at Saint Mary’s, and 
that God is a major part of  everything that we do. She says 
everyone has been very welcoming – parents, students and 
faculty.

Outside of  school, she loves to run, enjoys reading, watching 
TV and doing anything outside. She also loves to cheer on 
her two girls, Annabelle (12) and Lizey (8) at their sports. 
She has a Chihuahua mix named DD, a calico cat named 
Pippie and a kitten named Sydney.

Jessica Healy is teaching middle 
school IB French. She was born in 
New Orleans and has lived in several 
southern states: Louisiana, Mississippi, 
Alabama and Georgia. Her parents 
moved to Culpeper, Va., when she was in 
fourth grade. She’s also lived in France 
for three+ years and in Ireland for two 
years.

Jessica has a B.A. in French foreign language and literature 
and a minor in history from Virginia Tech. She has her 
one-year master’s in English as a foreign language from 
Universite de Haute Bretagne Rennes II in Rennes, France, 
and her one-year post-grad in education from the National 
University of  Ireland Galway in Galway, Ireland. She 
received her M.Ed. from Mary Washington University. 
She also has a Teaching-English-as-a-Foreign-Language 
certificate. 

She and her husband moved to Richmond a little more than 
three years ago. They “shopped around” and really fell in 
love with the community at Saint Mary’s. They intended for 
their children to attend Saint Mary’s School, so when the 
job became available her, it was a “dream come true to really 
integrate and provide a wonderful spiritual and community 
background for our boys,” she says. 

She says she’s happy to be here. “It is such a breath of  fresh 
air and a wonderfully positive environment!”

New faces gracing Saint Mary’s faculty this year

Jennifer Southworth

Jessica Healy
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Outside the classroom, she likes to read but seldom has 
the time! She also enjoys going to the gym. Her husband, 
Stephen, and she have two boys: Ciaran, who is four and in 
junior kindergarten at Saint Mary’s, and Finn, who is 15 
months old. Stephen was born and raised in Ireland and his 
family is still there. 

Emily Chadwell is teaching 
middle school IB history. She grew 
up in Newport Beach, Calif., and then 
moved to Alabama for college and to 
Richmond two years ago. Her family 
still lives in California, and her sister 
lives in Saratoga Springs, N.Y.

Emily got her bachelor’s in education 
and social studies from The 

University of  Alabama, where she also rowed crew. Since 
then she has been working for Wilton House Museum, 
Virginia Historical Society, Virginia Commonwealth 
University, and Virginia Boat Club. 

Emily says she was excited by the compassion she felt from 
the teachers and staff  on day one. “I feel as though the 
students are deeply enthusiastic about learning, and allow 
me to work on my craft of  teaching,” she says. “I grew up 
attending private Catholic and Christian schools and had 
wonderful experiences there. Saint Mary’s feels familiar and 
exciting all at once.”

So far she has had fun getting to know the kids, and finding 
out what they’re interested in. “They are bright, enthusiastic 
learners who challenge me to be a better teacher every day!” 
she says.

Outside the classroom, Emily is a rowing coach for Virginia 
Boat Club, and trains in the Starting Strength method of  
lifting. She loves to go to concerts, hike, visit breweries, and 
participate in RVA activities! 

Her dog Chuck is her hiking/boating buddy. “I take him with 
me everywhere (except school)!” she says.

Angela Villa is from Cali, Colombia. She 
moved to Richmond 12 years ago, looking 
for better opportunities for herself  and her 
family.

She got her dental degree (DMD) at 
Santiago de Cali University in Cali, 
Columbia, in 2002. She worked as a dentist 
for hospitals and private dental offices, 

and also had her own dental office for three years. She sold 
her office before moving to the States. When she arrived in 
the U.S., she says one of  the things she missed most was 

working in the dental profession, helping others to be more 
confident with their smiles. 

Because she does not have her license to practice dentistry 
in the U.S., she started working for dental offices as a dental 
assistant, then lead dental assistant, and in her last job as an 
orthodontic assistant. 

She worked for Our Lady of  Lourdes Catholic School as 
a Segura Initiative advocate for the Latino community, 
contacting families and explaining the benefits of  receiving 
an education based in the Catholic faith. She also acts as a 
liaison between Spanish-speaking parents and school staff. 
She also was working as Hispanic Ministry Coordinator 
at OLL, and was very busy though she loved what she was 
doing. When her daughter, Emily, was two, Angela decided 
to work part-time and devote more time to her children. 

Angela says: “One of  my dreams in United States was that 
my children have the opportunity to study in a Catholic 
school as I did in my country. I know the value of  having an 
education based in the catholic faith. When I was working 
for Our Lady of  Lourdes, Samuel, my older son, started 
Pre-k there. Last year when Emily was ready to start Pre-K 
and Samuel first grade, the Diocese of  Richmond contacted 
me to work as a Segura Initiative advocate at Saint Mary’s 
school, and here I am helping the community. I am also 
working for the after-school care, and I have been enjoying 
working with the students and the staff  this school year.

“I am so excited this year!,” Angela says. Her daughter is in 
kindergarten and her son is in second grade. “They love to 
come to school and see their teachers and friends. They have 
learned a lot so far. I just want and hope they continue and 
graduate from this school.”

Outside of  school, Angela loves riding her bike, roller 
skating with her children, running and cooking. She likes 
to volunteer at church and spending time with friends and 
family. Her husband, Harris, is an insurance agent – he is a 
hard worker, she says, and is always busy. Her parents come 
to visit them almost every year.

She is glad to be part of  Saint Mary’s.

Peter Tlusty is our new technology teacher. Peter grew 
up in Northern Virginia. He studied music at VCU (he 
plays trumpet and bass), then graduated from Marymount 
University in Arlington with a degree in early childhood 
education. He participates in continuing education with 
NASA’s STEM Educator Professional Development 
Collaborative through Texas State University. 

He taught with Henrico County and then worked at 
Collegiate School in the after school program and summer 

Emily Chadwell

Angela Villa

New faces gracing Saint Mary’s faculty this year (Continued on Page 5)
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camps. He took a break from teaching and opened a business 
building furniture and restoring antiques, which then 
morphed into a home-improvement business. After 20-
plus years in contracting, he decided to return to teaching. 
He became the director of  extended day at Saint Benedict 
Catholic School and added fourth-grade teacher to his duties.

He has always been involved with computers and technology, 
and was excited to see an opening at Saint Mary’s to teach 
this. He thinks the students, parents, faculty and staff  here 
are fantastic. “I am truly blessed to be a part of  the family at 
Saint Mary’s,” he says.

Peter enjoys fiddling with aeronautics and astronomy. He is 
a jazz fanatic and also enjoys Gospel music. 

His wonderful wife, Lynne Berkness, is the director of  
development at North Star Academy. He has two grown 
stepchildren: Meg, who is teaching English in China, and 
Russell, who is a navigator in the United States Air Force. 
Peter and Lynne have a couple of  retired racing greyhounds, 
and help with James River Greyhounds adoptions. “Please 
adopt a fast and furry friend,” he says!

Kathi Robinson teaches physical education. She’s from 
Richmond, and she went to Longwood University. This is 
her eleventh year teaching and she’s a second-generation PE 
teacher. 

Both her mother and grandmother worked at Saint Mary’s 
in the past, and Kathi is glad to be teaching at a Catholic 
school in the Richmond Diocese. “The students are 
wonderful,” she says.

Outside of  school, Kathi likes soccer, swimming and 
spending time with her family. She and her husband have 
two children, a boy and a girl, and a dog named Spurs. Kathi 
coaches both of  her kids’ soccer teams. She roots for the San 
Antonio Spurs, the Yankees, and UNC.

aint Mary’s class of  2013 Alumnus 
Luke Sykes was salutatorian of  the 

class of  2017 at Benedictine College 
Preparatory Academy. He was recently 
sworn in as a Midshipman in the U. 
S. Naval Reserve at the United States 
Merchant Marine Academy (USMMA) at 
Kings Point, N.Y. Sykes was nominated 
to attend the USMMA by Senator Mark 
Warner.

The United States Merchant Marine 
Academy is a federal service academy that 
educates and graduates licensed Merchant 
Marine officers. In addition to the rigorous 
academic and physical requirements for 
admission, applicants must be nominated by 
their congressman or senator.

All USMMA graduates earn both a 
bachelor of  science degree and a Merchant 
Marine Officer license, and incur an 
obligation to serve the country as an active 
or reserve officer in the U.S. armed forces.

As part of  his four-year education, Luke 
will spend one year training as a cadet 
aboard ocean going vessels. USMMA is the 
only federal academy where students train 
on commercial vessels traveling around the 
globe.

Luke’s parents, Mark and Judy, attended 
Parents Weekend at the USMMA in 
September, and say Luke is doing extremely 
well.

“Both Saint Mary’s and Benedictine have 
prepared Mark well for the rigorous 
academic program at USMMC,” said 
Luke’s dad, Mark. “Luke is thriving at the 
USMMA.

“Mr. Schaefer, Mr. Woodburn, and Mr. 
Maddock are among the teachers at Saint 
Mary’s who helped prepare Luke so well,” 
said Mark. “We are forever indebted.”

Saint Mary’s Alumnus and BCPS salutatorian Luke Sykes 
Thriving at US Merchant Marine Academy

Luke Sykes and his mother, Judy, 
during Parents Weekend at the 
USMMA

Luke Sykes and classmates at the 
USMMA



s coverage of  Hurricane Harvey was consuming most 
TV newscasts, Jackie Moore watched and waited from 

Richmond for news from her sister-in-law, Elizabeth Miller, 
who lives in Texas. Miller’s house withstood the hurricane 
and she was able to update family and friends via text and 
social media. 

Moore, whose children attend Saint Mary’s School, 
Richmond, immediately thought of  ways to help her sister-
in-law, who is principal of  Swenke Elementary School in 
Cypress, Texas.

“As pictures of  some of  the more devastated areas of  
Houston surfaced, it was a natural reaction to see what we in 
Richmond could do to support those affected,” Moore said.
Miller also thought of  helping others, getting in touch with 
neighboring schools to assess the damage and see what 
could be done.

“I had parents and staff  out in boats rescuing people from 
their homes. The community churches opened their doors 
and provided shelter and food. People began bringing 
clothing and supplies and cooking for first responders 
and shelters,” she said. “As a matter of  fact, every day the 
shelters had to turn people away who wanted to volunteer.”

Together, the sisters-in-law devised a plan. Although 
Swenke Elementary was left relatively unscathed, plenty of  
schools nearby were not so fortunate. Miller said one school 
has 600 students who lost their homes. Another school, 
Moore Elementary, was so severely damaged that classes 
had to be moved elsewhere.

Miller and Swenke Elementary stepped in, collecting books, 
money and supplies to help welcome back the students. They 
then asked,”What next?” Which led them to Saint Mary’s.

“What a great opportunity for us to stand shoulder to 
shoulder with those in Texas who are able to help. We are 
taught to love our neighbors; this connection provides a 
straight path to do just that for our ‘neighbors’ in Houston,” 
said Moore.

She contacted Cheryl Henig, principal of  Saint Mary’s, who 
quickly committed the school to the relief  effort in Texas.

“At Saint Mary’s, we have a Christ-centered approach to 
teaching, learning and leading. We encourage responsibility, 
accountability, respect and compassion,” Henig explained. 
“We are also an International Baccalaureate School, 
which means that as leaders, teachers and learners, we are 
motivated to create a better and more peaceful world.”

On September 15, Saint Mary’s celebrated Constitution 
Day, a day dedicated to thanking God for liberties and 
participating in activities which demonstrate patriotism and 
celebrate our rights and privileges as Americans.

When Saint Mary’s students celebrated Constitution Day 
on September 15, it served as an opportunity to raise money 
for the Texas relief  effort. Children were encouraged to 
donate money which will be combined with other donations 
gathered at Mass. Principals across the district have been 
compiling a list of  needs for each school. Money collected 
will help provide gift cards and other resources to directly 
meet those needs.

No one can know for sure how long it will take to rebuild, 
what the financial ramifications will be or how many 
students won’t be able to show up for school. Lives have 
been completely upended and everyone in the area is affected 
in some way, great or small. Of  the devastation and its 
aftermath, Ms. Miller said, “There are still many unknowns. 
However, as bleak as the situation is, our community is 
strong and willing and able to help. That’s just how they do 
it in Texas.”

“Love our neighbor”  
Saint Mary’s School aids Texas Relief Effort 
by Kristen L. Byrd

Students dressed in red, white and blue for Constitution Day

This story originally appeared in the Sept. 25, 2017 issue 
of  The Catholic Virginian. It is reprinted with permission.
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hrough its Salesperson-of-the-Month program, 
Richmond’s McGeorge Toyota awards each month’s 

winner with a gift of  $5,000 to the nonprofit of  his or her 
choice. Grandparent Dave Weimer, who’s granddaughter is 
a fourth grader at Saint Mary’s, has won the title twice. Both 
times, he’s given his $5,000 prize to Saint Mary’s Catholic 
School. 

His first win was presented in May at the Saint Mary’s 
Spring Sing. The second check was presented to Saint 
Mary’s at the Go Forth 5k.

“I have five kids, all of  whom spent some time in Catholic 
schools, and I realize there are many needs,” said Weimer. “I 
know how much money it takes to run a school. I’m grateful 
to be able to help out my granddaughter at Saint Mary’s. 
We’ve got a couple months left, so maybe I can get one more. 
I’m going to try!”

“We have been blessed a second time by Mr. Weimer’s 
kind spirit and generous support for Saint Mary’s.,” said Dr. 
Cheryl Henig, Saint Mary’s interim principal. “His gift will 
enrich our programs and impact our students’ learning.  His 

accomplishment of  being top salesman multiple times is an 
indication of  his hard work and dedication.  Not only has he 
positively affected our programs, he is a positive role model 
for his granddaughter and all the students of  Saint Mary’s.” 

June 2017 found a group of  Saint Mary’s students and their 
family members on a weeklong trip to Costa Rica through 
EF Educational Tours. Saint Mary’s IB Spanish teacher 
Mercy Thompson led the adventure. She says some of  
the highlights were a visit to Tortuguero Village, where 
wildlife was spectacular, a canopy tour, whitewater rafting 

in Sarapiqui, the 500 steps up to La Fortuna Waterfall (and 
500 steps back down), and the Arenal Volcano Hot Springs. 
All the while, the group of  students, parents and chaperones 
were learning about the micro climates in Costa Rica, 
meeting new people and communicating in Spanish. 

Saint Mary’s Group Visits Costa Rica
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Sales guru and SMCS grandparent Dave Weimer shares 
second $5,000 check from McGeorge Toyota

Photo by Palmate ProductionsDave Weimer presents a $5,000 check 
to Saint Mary’s from McGeorge Toyota
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f  you visit Erin Buckley’s blog 
(http://thinplaces-erin.blogspot.

com/), you can link to Advent music 
by a new face in the world of  local 
folk. You can see Erin’s watercolor 
and calligraphy with quotes from 
J.R.R. Tolkien, G.K. Chesterton, or 
Maya Angelo. You can look at Erin’s 
view from the Virginia Museum 
of  Fine Arts patio. You can read 
about a book she recommends, by a 
journalist who went undercover as a 

teacher in a school for the sons of  North Korea’s elite. You 
can see pictures from Erin’s summer visit to Alcatraz, and 
how, in July, she brewed her own kombucha.

Overall, you’d likely come to consider Erin as a woman 
whose sharings make you think – a woman who is 
thoughtful and talented, and who lives spiritually and 
deliberately.

Erin graduated from Saint Mary’s in 2000, after attending 
our school starting in preK (Miss Nicholson) and continuing 
through eighth grade (Mrs. Moroni for homeroom). Erin’s 
parents, Amanda and Kevin, are St. Mary parishioners, and 
her three brothers, Austin, Emmett and Isaac, all wore the 
Saint Mary’s uniform.  

Positive foundation
Erin says the faith environment of  Saint Mary’s provided a 
solid grounding in her life.

“I think growing within a system of  Catholic values, I 
was able to connect spiritually and holistically within my 
education and to other people,” Erin says. “I was afforded 
leadership opportunities at Saint Mary’s. I also think that 
during critical periods of  development I was blessed to form 
strong relationships with classmates.

“Although I hear peers complaining about the awkwardness 
of  middle school, I often attribute my positive middle school 
experience to the strong community at Saint Mary’s,” she 
says. “Additionally, the learning environment and community 
provided me with a firm foundation of  seeing faith and 
reason as compatible.

“Within Christian circles I often hear the remark that the 
Gospel message is incredibly counter-cultural,” Erin says, 
“and while I acknowledge in some ways the truth of  this, 
in other ways I have a hard time completely relating to this 
characterization. I think part of  this difficulty may be my 
grounding in Catholic communities since childhood, where 
I saw service and prayer and faithfulness connected to 
wholeness and holiness and happiness.

“Witnessing role models living lives of  service, laughing, 
celebrating, and forgiving, provided a strong foundation 
of  values I wanted to emanate in my own life,” she says. “I 
think I was blessed that the ‘world’ I grew up in as a child 
was shot through with opportunities to connect with God 
through prayer and service.”

Thin places
After graduating from Saint Mary’s, Erin attended Freeman 
High School and the University of  Notre Dame, where 
she studied philosophy and English. After graduation, 
she completed two post-grad service programs: the Jesuit 
Volunteer Corps in Portland, Maine; and Amate House in 
Chicago, each of  which focused on tenets of  social justice, 
simple living, community and spirituality. 

Erin says her blog, Thin places, was born during a 
challenging time after her volunteer program in Chicago, 
when she was unemployed and living with her parents. Even 
though she was buoyed by the Richmond Catholic young 
adult community, it was hard to feel connected. 

“Feeling the perpetual weight of  unemployment, I was 
challenged to remember that my self-worth was not found 
in being a productive job-holding member of  society, but 
rather in the infinitely simpler truth that I existed, and that I 
was a child of  God,” Erin says. 

Investing more deeply in art gave her a way to connect with 
others during that time. A painter friend’s blog inspired her 
to begin blogging, too, as a way to chronicle her projects.

“ ‘Thin places’ refers to the Celtic spirituality of  particular 
places that are gateways to the sacred,” Erin writes. “The 

Gateways to the sacred:
SMCS alumna Erin Buckley bears beauty through a grounded faith in God

Erin Buckley

Erin Buckley and her three brothers
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title is a nod to my Irish roots, thin art canvases, and a God 
who is forever beyond and yet somehow just here.”

Art as something bigger
Today, Erin works as an occupational therapist at the VA 
Hospital.

“I like to think my work is a melding of  art and science, and 
art directly involving the human person has potential to be 
the best kind of  art,” she says.

She continues to nurture her talent outside the workplace 
in many media and with a spirit of  discovery (one of  
her dreams is to try street art – chalk on the sidewalk or 
asphalt).

“I have the most energy to do art projects on Saturday 
mornings, and my preferred location is spread out on the 
floor,” Erin says. “Descending quietly down my apartment 
staircase with paints and canvas in tow is probably, as an 
adult, the closest I can feel to coming down the stairs on 
Christmas morning.”

She says her art reminds her that she is part of  something 
bigger than herself.

“Just as meditation brings heightened awareness to life, focus 
on a particular image brings a heightened awareness that 
I am only a conduit,” Erin says. “Focusing on an apple for 

an hour, I am very aware I did not and could not create an 
apple, any more than I could create a human hand; rather, 
both the scene and my ability to try to capture it are both 
gifts. The time I spend trying to capture it is a gift, too.  
Faith is not an adherence to dogma, but rather a living 
worldview.  Art, too, allows me a certain lens on the world.

For the glory of God
“I do think my art is often wrapped up with prayer,” Erin 
says. “Although certain intentions may arise when I am 
painting that will never be visible, I gain an appreciation for 
a God who knows every hair on our head and knows our 
most intimate thoughts.

Finally, art invites me to be alone, to be still, to make 
something out of  nothing. I am usually sitting on the floor, 
and there is something very grounding about it.

Erin gained some of  her instinct toward grounding 
influences through her parents, through her Saint Mary’s 
community, through her time in intentional community 
living and service work. Her rootedness is almost tangible 
in her artwork and in her words; the fruits of  a spirit that 
trusts in God.

Her email signature often includes the letters AMDG, which 
stands for the Latin phrase “Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam,” the 
Jesuit motto that means: “for the greater glory of  God.”

Home portrait by Erin Buckley



Emory Sutton, SMCS ‘16 
-represented Team USA in 
figure skating at the Theater on 
Ice Nation’s Cup in Ann Arbor, 
Michigan in April. She was 
honored to wear a Team USA 
jacket. There were a number 
of  teams from France, Russia 
and Australia participating. She 
skated at the U.S. Nationals for 
Theater as well.

Ellen Herrera, SMCS ‘16 received the Ruth Campbell 
Scholarship at St. Catherine’s for the 2017-18 school year. 
This is an award given to a student based on academic 
achievements and contributions to the life of  the school. She 
was elected vice president for the sophomore class, as well!

Christian Largo, SMCS ‘13 
continues to succeed as a U.S. 
Paralympic powerlifter. He had 
a great competition in Michigan 
this summer and qualified there 
for the World Championships 
in Mexico City with a perfect 
lift of  292 pounds. The World 
Championships are being 
rescheduled because of  an 
earthquake, but will likely occur 
before the end of  the year.

Christian graduated from Trinity Episcopal School in May, 
and before he did he attempted to break Trinity’s bench 
press record, but just missed it. The record is 320 pounds 
and his best lift when attempting to break the record was 
310. Still, it was a personal record for Christian, and he now 
holds second place on Trinity’s record board, which includes 
athletes of  all different body weights.

Christian started college in September at Randolph-Macon, 
and is loving it, says his mom, Shelley. He enjoys classes, 
living on campus, and eating in the dining hall.

Will Maurer, SMCS ‘12, earned a Navy ROTC scholarship 
and is a sophomore at Virginia Tech in the Corps of  Cadets.

Jessica Rathbone, SMCS ‘16, now a sophomore at Patrick 
Henry High School, captured the girls title in the Richmond 
Golf  Association Junior Championship in July. 

Alex Kight, SMCS ‘16, now a sophomore at The Steward 
School, competed in the Battle of  the Brains on WTVR. 
Battle of  the Brains is a quizbowl show in the Richmond 
and Hampton Roads areas of  Virginia. Alex was part of  the 
Steward School team; where he’s a sophomore. Alex says 
he’s been told the show will air on November 11 at 10 a.m.

If  you have news to share about yourself  or an alumnus/-a 
you know, please email Jennifer Janus at
jjanus@saintmary.org. We love to hear from you!

Recent Graduate Successes

Emory Sutton

Christian Largo 

Students, parents, grandparents and members of  the 
community came together on September 23 at Deep Run 
Park for the fourth annual Saint Mary’s Catholic School 
Go Forth 5k walk/run and kids’ fun run. Cool morning 
temperatures and a bright, sunny day made for some of  the 
best weather yet for the event.

Student Caitlin Crawford sang the National Anthem, and 
more than 160 runners and walkers to part in the event, 
which celebrates fitness and community, and raises money 
to support Saint Mary’s. In addition to the run, there was 
music by DJ Michael Mickle, facepainting by Julianna 
Thompson and Theresa Headen, and a bouncy house. Monty 
the Monarch mascot also made an appearance.

The Go Forth t-shirts have been designed every year by 
parish seminarian Anthony Ferguson, and the event this year 
was presented by Shana Branch, a school parent and local 
Realtor with Virginia Select Realty. Other sponsors include: 
Short Pump Orthodontics, Teeth by Talton, DesignLine 
Remodelers, KOP Architects, James River Irrigation, Injured 

Workers Law Firm, Diamond Springs Water, Fleet Feet 
Sports Richmond, C&C’s Cinnamon Rolls, Bushin Martial 
Arts Academy, RVA Pediatrics and the Kupstas Family.

Right before the race medals were presented, McGeorge 
Toyota and Salesperson-of-the-Month Dave Weimer 
presented Principal Cheryl Henig with a $5,000 check to 
Saint Mary’s Catholic School (see story, page 7). All in all, a 
great day to be a part of  the Saint Mary’s community.

Perfect day for fourth annual Go Forth 5k

Runners start the Go Forth 5k Photo by Palmate Productions
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Rachel Gottschalk graduated from Saint Mary’s in 2013. In 
May 2017, she graduated from St. Gertrude as salutatorian 
of  her class. She was a National Merit Semifinalist, and was 
accepted to all five colleges to which she applied. She also 
was awarded the William and Mary Leadership Award; 
and the Saint Gertrude English, Statistics, Biology and AP 
Biology and French Awards. 

Here’s what she has to say in a Q&A this fall:

How has your college experience been so far?
My first few weeks at William and Mary have been a series 
of  highs and lows. Sometimes I just want to pack up and go 
home, and sometimes I can’t imagine being anywhere but 
here. It’s difficult and sometimes exhausting to establish 
yourself  in a new place filled with strangers, but it’s also 
immensely rewarding. Coming from a small high school, it’s 
a novelty to encounter so many different personalities and 
worldviews- to live, have fun, and learn with them. Of  all 
the new experiences that college offers, I’m most surprised 
and delighted by the people I’ve met. They’re what makes 
William and Mary- and college in general- so remarkable. 
The students all love to learn and discuss difficult topics, 
and the professors want to facilitate that. This creates 
an environment that fosters meaningful conversations 
inside and outside of  class. For the most part, people are 
willing to listen and contribute diverse and well-developed 
opinions, creating discourse that always teaches a lot to its 
participants.

What is your major? What are you thinking you’d like to 
do after you graduate (if  you know yet)?
I haven’t declared a major yet, and to be honest, I think 
I’m going to wait as long as I can. I’m not sure what I 
want to do after college, so I’m taking time to explore my 
options and take some classes that put me outside of  my 
comfort zone. So far, I’ve profited immensely from this 
approach. I can think about issues in a more circumspect 
and comprehensive way because I’ve had the opportunity to 
create a more extensive base of  knowledge.

How did Saint Mary’s help to prepare you academically 
and spiritually for success in high school and beyond?
Saint Mary’s continues to give me so many gifts. It made the 
transition to a high school workload relatively easy, so I had 
confidence in my ability to always get the job done and do 
it well. I knew how I needed to study and use my class time 
in order to learn and retain as much information as possible, 
and I knew that I needed to have a good relationship with 
my teachers to be as successful as possible. Saint Mary’s 
instilled respect as one of  my core values and taught me 
how to show respect for both my elders and my peers so that 
I could build strong, healthy relationships with everyone. 
This skill continues to be especially useful when I speak and 
write to my professors, counselors, and employers.
As well as teaching me the scripture and history behind 
Church doctrine, Saint Mary’s taught me how to truly live 
my faith. It gave me the foundations I needed to stay close 
to God as my world got bigger and bigger. It’s because of  
this school and church that I’m a proud, practicing Catholic. 
I feel well-equipped and motivated continue this path as 
well as help people understand Catholicism and be a good 
example for the Catholic community in Richmond and 
around the world.

How do the people you know from and the things you 
learned at Saint Mary’s influence your life and choices 
now?
The teachers from Saint Mary’s are still some of  my most 
prominent role models.  They continue to shape the way 
I think and make decisions. They helped me discover my 
passions and fostered my love of  learning, so I do my best to 
make them proud by continuing to develop my skills. Their 
influence has extended beyond what they taught me in the 
classroom, though. I admire their enthusiasm, kindness, 
and strength. I hope that whatever I end up pursuing after 
college, I do it as well as they do.

What advice would you give current students at Saint 
Mary’s with regard to navigating high school and 
beyond?
Going into high school, I wish I’d known that being 
yourself and being different aren’t synonymous. It’s okay to 
like things that everybody else likes, and it’s also okay to 
like things that nobody knows about. You’ll be a lot happier 
if  you just do the things you love and don’t worry so much 
about what other people think. I only found my true best 
friends, people who shared my morals and values, when I 
stopped worrying about the statement I was making and 
started focusing on what made me truly happy.

Rachel Gottschalk

Q&A with Saint Gertrude Salutatorian
and Saint Mary’s Grad Rachel Gottschalk

11



From the Archives

9501 Gayton Road
Richmond, Virginia 23229

(804) 740-1048
www.SaintMary.org

Mrs. Mickle’s 2nd grade class in 1997-98


