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Putting others first: pediatric 
oncology nurse Alex Thompson lives 
out what she learned at SMCS

Alex Thompson started school 
at Saint Mary’s when she was 

two years old – back when SMCS 
had a two-year-old program – and 
continued through till seventh grade, 
when she left to play competitive 
basketball with Goochland public 
schools. 

Alex’s mom is Saint Mary’s beloved 
middle school Spanish teacher 
Señora Mercy Thompson, who has 
been a member of the faculty at 
Saint Mary’s since Alex and her sisters 
Christina and Maria were small (see 
more on Señora Thompson on page 
3). Señora Thompson was a pre-K 
teacher at first, and then helped 
the then-principal Hazel Lewane 
establish the school’s Spanish 
program, which she’s been a part of 
ever since. 

Today, Alex is a pediatric oncology 
nurse at Johns Hopkins Hospital 
(JHH) in Baltimore. After hours, 
she’s an accomplished athlete who 
has multiple Ironman triathlons and 
distance races under her belt (and 
more upcoming on her calendar). 
Alex said she credits her parents, and 
the core values she learned during 
her years Saint Mary’s, with her drive 
to put others first. 

Alex went to Goochland Middle 
School for eighth grade (during which 
she played junior varsity basketball at 
Goochland High) and to Goochland 
High School, to James Madison 
University for her B.S. in nursing and 
Penn State for her M.S. in nursing. 
She started her nursing career at 
Johns Hopkins – first as a pediatric 
oncology nurse, then in the radiation 
oncology department, and then in 
the Pediatric Oncology Research 

Department, where she sees children 
with cancer who are participating in 
research studies.

Alex said she’s always felt called 
to help others, but at first thought 
she’d follow her mom and paternal 
grandmother into the teaching field. 
Someone suggested to her that 
she’d be a good nurse, telling her 
that nursing was another kind of 
teaching. Alex applied to get into the 
competitive nursing program at JMU, 
was accepted, and the rest is history.

Alex said the COVID-19 pandemic 
turned her hospital upside down: 
“Work before the pandemic was great 
– I loved my job and my coworkers,” 
she said. “I have always loved working 
with kids with cancer and their 
families and being a part of their 
journey.”

Alex and a colleague with one of their pediatric 
cancer patients

Story continued on page 7
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The original buildings at Saint Mary’s began in 1963. 

They included classrooms and a multipurpose 

assembly space that served as the community’s first 

sanctuary for worship, as well as school gym, cafeteria 

and all-around gathering space. The original families who 

helped found our parish and school affectionately called 

it the church-a-gym-a-torium. 

That space still serves today – mostly unchanged -- 

as a parish hall as well as our school’s cafeteria and 

gymnasium, and functions as an assembly space for 

parish events. But: now that these spaces are nearly 60 

years old, they have begun to show their age. 

This year, work will begin to renovate and update these 

aging spaces, equipping them to better serve the needs of 

our school and our parish. The campaign to raise funds to 

support the renovation is called Built on Faith.  

In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, he wrote: “You are no 

longer strangers … you are fellow citizens with the holy 

ones and members of the household of God, built on the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ as 

the cornerstone. … In him you are being built together 

into a dwelling place of God in the spirit: a community 

built on faith.”

Home-court advantage
Built on Faith Campaign will allow us to replace the 

flooring with a surface that is softer on growing bones 

but resilient in the face of high traffic and multiple 

uses. We will add a stage that can serve as the altar 

space during the celebration of Mass and will improve 

school assemblies and performances. A fire-safety 

sprinkler system will be added. Retractable bleachers 

and basketball nets, as well as a digital scoreboard, will 

enable us to host basketball and volleyball games. 

The existing kitchen will be improved from the ground up 

and brought up to existing building code: new plumbing 

and electric wiring will go in, and the space will be 

expanded and updated to better serve both our parish’s 

ministry needs and our school’s lunchroom and cafeteria. 

Countertops will be adjustable so that the kitchen might 

sometimes suit students and youth groups for learning 

and outreach. 

The school garden will get a new home on our grounds 

and the school’s courtyard space will be partially 

enclosed and air-conditioned as much-needed space for 

teacher and administrative meeting and collaboration. 

You can help
We can’t do this without your help. We are thankful for 

all the ways you support our community. As with the 

loaves and fishes, Jesus takes our gifts and multiplies the 

goodness done in his name. Please prayerfully consider 

what you can give to the Built on Faith Campaign at Saint 

Mary’s. Your pledge to this project is an act of confidence 

in God and one another that will help our school and 

parish continue to thrive as a community built on faith. 

Built on 
Faith
Church-a-gym-a-torium  
to be renovated this year

Donate online here: 

stmarysrichmond.org/built-on-faith 

or contact Development Coordinator 

Jennifer Janus at jjanus@saintmary.org 

or 804.740.1048.
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The Catholic Diocese of
Richmond annually recognizes 

excellence in teaching by honoring 
one representative from each school 
in the diocese. Saint Mary’s Principal 
Brandon Hess requested that faculty 
and staff  nominate up to two 
candidates for this honor. This year, 
Señora Mercy Thompson (mother 
of Alex, featured on page 1) was 
nominated by her peers to represent 
Saint Mary’s. 

Thompson began teaching at Saint 
Mary’s in 1998 and has taught at our 
school for 24 years. She started as a 
preschool teacher, but was shortly 
recruited by the principal, Hazel 
Lewane, who asked Thompson if she 
would help establish the first Spanish-
language program at Saint Mary’s. She 
agreed, and the result is that hundreds 
of students have since benefited from 
her gifts and her hard work. 

After researching Spanish-language 
programs at other schools in 
Richmond and beyond, Thompson 
began with two classes in the 
elementary school. She and French 
teacher Robin Rooks worked together, 
offering students French one year and 
Spanish the next until the elementary 
classes had all had some Spanish. 
They then established Spanish for the 
middle school students, who could 
then prepare for high school language 
by having three consecutive years of 
either Spanish or French. 

“The goal has always been to 
get them to love language,” 
Thompson said. 

Her instruction, as well as that of 
Elementary French and Spanish 
teacher Kathy Lee, and French teacher 
Jessica Healy, actually helps students 
improve not only in those languages, 
but in their English classes, too. 

“One of the wonderful aspects of 
being part of our IB team is finding 
the overlaps in our classes across the 
curriculum to make interdisciplinary 
connections,” said Scott Schaefer, 
middle school Language and 
Literature teacher and the first winner 
of the of the Excellence in Education 
award for our region in 2018. “Years 
ago, I thought about how we learn 
our native language differently than 
how we learn our foreign languages in 
school. 

Múltiples beneficios
“Our students know pronouns in 
English from being immersed in 
the language,” he said. “To learn 
conjugating verbs in their foreign 
language they have to use the same 
charts we do in our pronoun unit for 
grammar class, so every year when 
we learn pronouns and fill in the 
charts we do it in English, French, and 
Spanish. This leads to all sorts of other 
fantastic class dialogue each year.”

When she learned she’d received 
the Saint Mary’s nomination for 
the Excellence in Education award 
this year, Thompson said it was 
overwhelming and humbling. 

“I think everyone’s really good,” she 
said.

Muy buena profesora
The Excellence in Education award 
honors educators who exhibit a 
strong commitment to education 
and to the Catholic faith. Thompson’s 
colleagues, who nominated her for 
the award, said things like: “Mercy 
exemplifies excellence in her caring 
demeanor and her quiet strength. 
…Her example both in the school 
and in the church are as a faithful 
follower of Jesus and a kind person 
who consistently looks out for others 
among her colleagues and students.”

Another said: “Mercy is thoughtful, 
faithful and dedicated to her 
profession -- it’s not only what she 
teaches, but how she teaches it. 
She is thoughtful and insightful and 
always looking to find creative ways to 
engage her students.”

Another nomination read: “Mercy’s 
life, since I’ve known her, has been 
dedicated to her family at home 
and to her family at school. She is 
steadfast, smart, kind, helpful and 
compassionate. She is accessible to 
colleagues and students alike and 
embodies the kindness Jesus calls 
us to.”

Her dedication to her family 
influenced Thompson’s decision to 
retire at the end of this school year. 
In addition to wanting to spend more 
time with her daughters and three 
grandchildren, Thompson and her 
husband Tiger help take care 
of Thompson’s mother, who lives 
with them.

“I am going to miss the kids a lot,” she 
said. “Their stories are the stories I 
tell at my dinner table. I am going to 
miss the families – I love the people 
here. Saint Mary’s has always been 
my home away from home. My 
coworkers are like my family and the 
families here hold a special place in 
my heart.”

Señora Thompson: SMCS Excellence in 
Catholic Education Nominee
Nomination refl ects long-time commitment 
to students and lifelong faith in action 

Mercy Thompson aft er learning of her nominati on
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Victoria LaCivita, 
Communications Director for 
Virginia’s Attorney General
SMCS helped set a foundation for this grad  
to launch into public service  

Even in elementary school at Saint Mary’s, Victoria 
LaCivitia, SMCS class of 2012, had a feeling that she 

might end up in politics. History and English were always 
her favorite classes, and her dad works in politics, so she 
said it was a natural path for her to follow.

“Additionally, I’m a very competitive person, and that 
definitely showed during my time on the Saint Mary’s 
basketball team,” Victoria said. “Competition and drive are 
very important for working in politics.”

After Saint Mary’s, Victoria attended Saint Gertrude High 
School. She participated in Model General Assembly and 
volunteered for local political campaigns. She studied 
government and media at the University of Virginia and 
completed internships at a political consulting firm and the 
White House while in college. 

Drinking from a firehose
After graduation from U.Va., she moved to Phoenix, Az., 
where she worked as a press assistant for Senator Martha 
McSally. 

“Working on a political campaign is a very unique job,” 
Victoria said. “You work 24/7 and it all ends on one day 
– election day. Every day is different, and I learned an 
incredible amount in a short period of time. It’s a bit like 
drinking from a firehose, and you can only learn from 
doing. I’d encourage anyone with an interest in government 
or politics to spend a summer working on a campaign!”

After the 2020 election, she moved back to Richmond to 
get involved in the Virginia campaigns. While 2021 was 
considered an off year for political campaigns, Virginia is 
one of only two states that has its statewide elections the 
year after a presidential election.

Working for the state AG
Victoria moved to Virginia Beach to become the 
communications director for the Republican nominee 
for attorney general, then Delegate Jason Miyares. In that 
role, she was in charge of all communications for the 
campaign: writing press releases and official statements 
and communications to the press; booking, preparing and 
staffing the candidate for interviews; and running the social 
media accounts.

“We ran a statewide campaign with only four staffers, which 
is unheard of in a state as large as Virginia,” Victoria said. “A 
lot of long days and hard work, but it was worth it.”

After election day, then Attorney General-elect Miyares 
asked Victoria to stay on and remain his communications 
director in the Office of the Attorney General. 

Did Saint Mary’s International Baccalaureate Middle Years 
Programme help direct Victoria in her path?
Absolutely, she said. 

“Saint Mary’s IB Programme really helped me learn how to 
think critically,” she said. “The IB Programme makes you 
connect different ways of thought into different subjects, 
and while I didn’t always understand it when I was a 
student, it definitely helped shape the way I tackle and 
approach different situations.

“Additionally, the IB Programme required a lot of public 
speaking and class presentations,” Victoria said. “When I 
started at Saint Mary’s, I was incredibly shy and rarely spoke 
in class. The IB Programme, along with my teachers, played 
a critical role in helping me get out of my comfort zone and 
find confidence speaking publicly. 

Victoria LaCivita in her graduation photo from U.Va.
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“Saint Gertrude was also great about 
making us comfortable with public 
speaking,” she said. “It’s pretty crazy to 
think that when I was 10, I was scared 
to read a passage aloud in English 
class and now I’m the spokeswoman 
for a statewide elected official. Saint 
Mary’s and the IB programme played a 
big role in my growth.”

The fact that Saint Mary’s and Saint 
Gertrude are Catholic schools also 
influenced Victoria positively, she said.

“Catholic schools are great about 
encouraging public service, volunteer 
work and the general attitude of 
putting others before yourself,” 
Victoria said. “Saint Mary’s and Saint 
Gertrude really emphasized giving 
back to your community and shaped 
me into being someone who cares 

about my community and my impact 
on others. I’m blessed to now work in 
a job with a team that’s dedicated to 
fighting for Virginians, every day.” 

Victoria keeps in touch with several of 
her Saint Mary’s classmates, and in fact 
lives within a block of three of them. 

“Catholic schools are great 
for making lifelong friends,” 
she said.

She holds fond memories of Mr. 
Maddock’s English class and attributes 
her interest in communications and 
her confidence in her writing abilities 
largely to him. 

She also remembers her team winning 
the basketball league championships 

twice during her time at Saint Mary’s. 
“I’ll never forget how the entire class 
and staff came to cheer us on,” she 
said.

Victoria is pleased about the Built on 
Faith campaign: “I’m so excited to 
hear that Saint Mary’s is renovating 
the gym,” she said. “I had so much fun 
being a part of the basketball team 
when I was younger, and know that 
these new amenities will help future 
generations grow and have positive 
experiences!”

She ended with a quip that might 
have been a sign of her future as an 
influencer: “I’d be remiss if I didn’t also 
mention the One Direction obsession 
that I spread throughout the class 
when we were in eighth grade.”

Kate Lomaka
SMCS alumna values faith foundation

Kate Lomaka Hogue and her family moved from 
Philadelphia to Richmond when she was four years 

old. She started at Saint Mary’s in preK, and stayed through 
fourth grade. Kate is one of a set of quadruplets, and also 
has another sister and brother, so their family transitioned 
to public school when she started fifth grade because 
tuition for six children was challenging. Kate went to 
Jackson Davis for fifth grade, and Byrd Middle School 
for sixth through eighth, then to Godwin High School. In 
college at Virginia Tech, she majored in human nutrition, 
foods and exercise; there she decided to become a 
physical therapist and was accepted into VCU’s Doctor of 
Physical Therapy program, which she completed in 2019. 

Now Kate works full time at an inpatient rehabilitation 
facility called the Sheltering Arms Institute. Sheltering 
Arms is a special place for PT because patients there have 
been sent to a rehab hospital because they are healthy 
enough to leave acute care but not well enough to return 
home, Kate said. 

“These patients have already undergone a lot of hardship, 
but once they get to rehab it is amazing how positive and 
motivated people are to reach their most independent 
level of function,” she said. “It is special that I get to be a 
part of many success stories!”

Right now she is on the neurology unit working with many 
patients who are recovering from a stroke. She also sees 

patients with other diagnoses, such as spinal cord injury, 
brain injury, complications from heart attacks, cancer, 
amputations and general orthopedic conditions/trauma-
related accidents. Kate works a normal 8-to-5 schedule 
and said she loves every second of it (minus the required 
documentation). 

Kate and her family have been members of St. Mary’s 
ever since they moved to Richmond in the mid 90s. 
Her parents, Steve and Tina, grew up in the Catholic 
faith and went to Catholic schools themselves, so when 
they moved to Virginia, getting connected to a church 
community was important to them. In researching school 
and parish communities, St. Mary’s impressed them, and 
ultimately became their choice. Kate said her dad tells 
stories of waiting in a line in the wee hours of the night to 
sign her and her siblings up for school at St. Mary’s. The 
location of St. Mary’s guided their home-buying decision,

Story continued on page 6

Kate Lomaka Hogue thankful for SMCS
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Kate Lomaka story continued from page 5

too, as they wanted to be close to the 
church and school.

Kate said the community she grew 
up with at Saint Mary’s was very 
supportive, and that she’s still friendly 
with classmates she became close to 
during elementary school. “It was a 
great environment to have faith-filled 
and faith-influenced conversations, as 
this both passively and actively helped 
build my faith base.”

Kate said her faith is a big 
part of who she is. 
“I view my faith as a very personal and 
steadfast part of my identity,” she said. 
“I find community and connection in 
regular attendance at Mass. My faith 
has helped me keep a positive outlook 
on life in general and I believe has 
helped me be a strong supporter to 
friends and family members who have 
gone through struggles. 

“My belief in being a child a God and 
being loved for all of my imperfections 
serves as a daily reminder that I do not 
need to strive for perfection in work, 
relationships, or hobbies,” Kate said. 
“I put forth my best effort in what I 
do and I know that what comes out 

of it brings glory to God and self-
satisfaction that I help contribute to a 
greater good.”

Kate said that her family upbringing 
influenced her journey toward working 
in health care. 

Love each other 
“Being one of six kids, I took on the 
role as the peacemaker and the 
nurturer,” Kate said. I found a lot of 
satisfaction in being a physical and 
emotional support for my siblings. 
My faith aligns with this well because 
the feeling of satisfaction with doing 
good was not just for selfish reasons. I 
felt good doing good because I knew 
I was and am serving others in a way 
that I would want to be served. 

“The impact of the golden rule cannot 
be underestimated from the time it’s 
picked up as a young child to living it 
out as a grown adult,” she said.

When asked what advice she might 
give anyone looking to send their 
child/ren to Saint Mary’s, Kate said she 
encourages future Saint Mary’s families 
and the families at Saint Mary’s today 
to make an effort to build connections 

with classmates’ families. “My brothers 
and sister and I had so many sweet 
memories of gatherings outside of 
school with families whose kids were 
my classmates,” Kate said. “Though 
the day-to-day life in school was 
great, it was so special to grow up in 
an environment where life outside of 
school felt as inviting and supportive 
with Catholic influence as it did within 
the walls of St. Mary’s.”

Outside of work, Kate is two years into 
a happy marriage with her husband, 
Andy. She grew up a competitive 
swimmer, and turned to road cycling 
and running in college. Now she’s 
training for an Ironman. 

She said she loves to bake and has 
a big sweet tooth; Oreoballs are her 
signature dessert to make.  

She and Andy enjoy doing outdoor 
activities together like paddle 
boarding, hiking, and road biking. 
When she’s not exercising, Kate said 
she loves to read (fiction and non-
fiction alike) and go out to try new 
restaurants with family and friends.
approach different situations.

Built on Faith by the Numbers
To date, we’ve received 206 gifts and pledges toward the Built on Faith  

capital campaign, totaling more than $1.2 million toward the $2.5 million goal.  

We’re nearly halfway there! You can help us!

Scan this QR code, or visit  

www.stmarysrichmond.org/built-on-faith  

to make your pledge or gift today.

 $1,550,000  new project total costs

 + $950,000  2018 renovation mortgage

 = $2,500,000  Built on Faith  
total campaign goal

THE BREAKDOWN:
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When COVID hit, because Alex had experience working at 
the JHH Biocontainment Unit, she was asked to be a lead 
nurse on two COVID research studies. She said she did 
that for about a year until things calmed down and she was 
able to return to her research job with pediatric oncology 
patients. Her focus is on patients who are part of research 
studies and on helping them find the best treatment 
options.  

Alex said the values and beliefs she holds – as a nurse and 
as a citizen of the world – are what she grew up with at 
home and are what were “embedded” in her for years at 
Saint Mary’s. Those values – “Putting others first, thinking of 
myself second -- shaped who I am and are how I ended up 
in nursing to begin with,” she said. “It is how I live my life.”

Solid Core 
Her family and her foundation at Saint Mary’s play a large 
role in having formed Alex’s outward-looking way of living: 
“I think everything I do stems from the core values I was 
raised on at home that were reinforced by Saint Mary’s,”  
she said.

One of Alex’s teachers at Saint Mary’s was Robin Rooks, 
who taught French. Since Alex learned Spanish at home 
from her mom, she was well-equipped to take French as 
a second foreign language, Rooks said. She remembers 
Alex as a student who was good natured, respectful and 
accountable. 

“Alex has a delightful and fun personality, much like her 
mom,” Rooks said. “Alex got along well with her classmates 
and all of her teachers.  She was the kind of student that 
you could ask to do classroom tasks and be confident that 
she’d get the job done.”

Faith at Work 
Alex’s faith is integral to her work, and that’s been another 
gift she received from her family and her foundation at 
Saint Mary’s. “Pediatric oncology can really test your faith,” 
she said. “It’s never easy to watch a child die. But my faith 
helps me connect with families in these difficult times and 
help them find peace in their child’s passing, which can 
then turn into a very peaceful relief for the families.”

Alex’s commitment to the families she helps lead to another 
commitment in her life: physical challenges. Alex is a 
triathlete, having completed two Ironman triathlons with 

two more planned for 2022. She’s done races as long as 50 
miles, and she’s got a 100k (62 miles) in her sights. Her very 
first race was a 5k fundraiser for pediatric oncology.

Part of what drives Alex to keep stretching for tougher 
challenges, longer distances and harder events is that she’s 
“just plain old crazy.” She also said she doesn’t know how to 
quit. 

Hidden Gear 
“I call it my next level – my hidden gear,” she said. “I 
don’t know what it is, but just when I think, ‘I can’t do this 
anymore!’ the gears grind and I am all-of-a-sudden happy 
and pushing along. This tips over to work as commitment 
and dedication to my families, and to making sure that I 
stay on top of their treatment and am a constant part of 
their support system.
 
“In times of struggle during my races, I often have 
conversations with some of my prior patients in heaven, 
and laugh because I tell them I am doing this because they 
can’t,” she said. “I think of happy memories before their 
passing to help lift my spirits.” 

Alex said she will forever have a connection to Saint Mary’s 
– through her memories of her time here, through her 
niece Mady’s years at school at Saint Mary’s, through her 
mom and all of the former teachers with whom she’s still 
in touch. Alex is happy to talk to any Saint Mary’s students 
or alums who are considering nursing and might have 
questions.  

“It is a tough job not for the faint of heart, but it is probably 
one of the most rewarding jobs you can find,” she said.

Alex Thompson story continued from page 1

Alex during a 50-miler in November 2021Alex, center, with friends at one of her first running events
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Studies Abroad:
Marcelina Czekajlo
College in Krakow, Poland

Marcelina is a Saint Mary’s graduate from the class of 2017. 
She began college last fall after graduating from Deep Run 
High School. Marcy has stepped farther afield than most 
college freshman; she’s attending Jagiellonian University in 
Krakow, Poland, studying international relations (which she 
says she’s grown to adore more than she already did). 

Marcy was born in Poznań, Poland and is a dual citizen of 
both Poland and the U.S. Her parents, Izabela and Michael, 
are from Poland, and Marcelina has spent a lot of time there 
through the years, but she said choosing to attend college 
so far from her immediate family was hard. 

“It’s never easy to be away from home, as by definition 
home is a place of security,” Marcy said. “However, I did not 
choose this program for comfort. I love the way that it is 
challenging by pushing me to be more open-minded and 
internationally aware. 

“I appreciate that due to moving I have developed a great 
sense of identity and individuality,” she said.

Marcy has family in Poland and stays in contact with her 
grandparents, but said she’s had the most interaction with 
her aunt, uncle and cousins who live in the Netherlands. 
Even without the direct support of family, she said it’s been 
easy to adjust to the culture and differences.

The teaching method in Poland is based deeply on 
individual effort, Marcelina said. Seminars are mandatory 
but lectures are not. There are limited assignments and very 

demanding exams. A well-developed work ethic and an 
ability to self-regulate is required.

Though she can speak Polish, Marcelina’s program is in 
English; it is a rigorous international program where she has 
the opportunity to interact with students from 50 different 
countries.

She said that life in Poland is never boring. “My friends 
and I spend our days finding new museums, exhibits and 
adventures to experience. Krakow is so full of history that 
when we think we have learned all the secrets and hidden 
stories, there is always something new to discover: walking 
around historical Sukiennice, eating various cuisines at 
beautiful places in Old Town, and sightseeing the well-
known Wawel Castle.”

Getting around
In her first semester, she has visited many cities in Poland 
such as Warszawa, Zakopane and Gdansk, and has also 
traveled to the Czech Republic, Netherlands, England and 
Italy. 

COVID has been relatively maintained, she said. “While 
there were some instances of a potential lockdown, this 
has yet to occur since the beginning of the pandemic. At 
school and public institutions, there is a mask mandate; 
however, classes have been in person for all but a week this 
entire semester.”

Marcelina said she still brings up experiences from middle 
school at SMCS with her friends today. “It’s a great way of 
bonding with other students who have also had the chance 
to be in a Catholic school. 

“I shall also never forget the times each of my teachers 
impacted me in my journey through middle school,” 
she said. “I wholeheartedly believe it is thanks to their 
contribution that I was able to take such great steps. I 
especially thank Mr. Maddock who was a great mentor and 
was someone who would always be disposed to listen and 
share his own stories about travel.”

UPDATE: Since this story was written, Russia invaded Ukraine, 
sending thousands of Ukrainians into neighboring countries 
to flee the violence. Poland is one of those countries receiving 
refugees. Marcelina said that the situation has been progressing 
and up to 2 million refugees would be moving into Poland. 
Marcelina is on a committee with her school collecting goods to 
be sent to the border for refugees; when she wrote they had filled 
two large lecture halls with donations. 

A few students in her program from both Ukraine and Russia have 
immigrated to Poland as a result of the invasion, bringing little 
with them. There are other Ukrainian students in her program 
with whom the program director could not get in touch. “It is a 
distressing time, and I know that my friends and I are trying to do 
the most we can to help,” Marcelina said. “We all hope this will 
end soon.”

Marcelina before senior prom at Deep Run High School
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Hannah Lyons
Heading to College on the Emerald Isle

Hannah Lyons, SMCS class of 2018, was recently accepted 
to Maynooth University, just outside of Dublin, Ireland. She’ll 
be heading that way in the fall to begin college abroad.

Hannah said she can’t remember exactly when it occurred 
to her to think about college abroad. She’d always planned 
on a semester abroad at some point, but when she 
discovered it would be possible to get her degree from a 
school outside the United States while remaining a U.S. 
citizen, she made that her plan. She isn’t sure what drew 
her to Ireland specifically, but thinks she must have read an 
article about Ireland at some point and never let go of the 
idea. “That little green island can just suck you right in!” she 
said. 

During quarantine at the beginning of the COVID-19 
pandemic, Hannah started homeschooling instead of 
doing virtual learning, and graduated from high school a 
year early. She started the college hunt alone, which she 
said was freeing yet confusing. She’s not sure she’d have 
pursued the idea of school abroad if she hadn’t been doing 
her college search on her own.

Smooth sailing
The process to apply to schools in Ireland was easy, 
Hannah said. “I did some research into what schools were 
in the country and how good the international student 
programs were, then made a list of five or so that caught 
my eye and visited their websites. Each website was 
incredibly straightforward with a section for prospective 
international students, and I simply had to go to each 
school and see what they needed from me in order to apply 
for a full-term spot,” she said. “Of course I ran into some 
roadblocks, but when I reached out to the applications 
departments at most of the schools I got nothing but 
helpful responses from incredibly kind people.”

Hannah was accepted into the history program at 
Maynooth, and hopes down the road to study English 
alongside history as a minor or a double major. 

“The cool thing that I was not expecting about studying 
internationally is that I will not have to study anything that 
does not have to do with my major,” Hannah said.

A place with history
She plans for now to study toward being an archivist or to 
work in museums. 

“Learning about history and archiving in a country with such 
a long history on a continent with an even longer history 
will definitely be an incredible first-hand experience,” she 
said.

Hannah and her family visited Ireland in October of 2021 
and looked at colleges then; Maynooth University was the 
first one they looked at. Hannah said she had a gut feeling 
pretty early on that Maynooth University was where she 
would end up. The town of Maynooth, where the university 
is located, is about 40 minutes from Dublin, and is easily 
walkable – both selling points along with the school’s 
friendly staff and students and strong student support 
systems.  

Hannah said she attribute much of who she is as a person 
to my IB schooling at Saint Mary’s. 

“The organizational skills, project planning, and knowledge 
of how I learn have been major components in my ability 
to figure out how to learn in a different country,” she said. 
“I still use what I learned at SMCS every day! With the IB 
Programme I developed a thirst for knowledge and new 
experiences and gained the confidence to pursue those 
desires. 

“I strongly encourage anyone and everyone to look outside 
of their comfort zone for college,” Hannah said. “It seemed 
like such a daunting task at the beginning -- applying for 
something I had absolutely no idea about was incredibly 
nerve-wracking -- but as I learned more and spoke with 
more and more people who were there to help me along 
the way, it ended up being just as straightforward as 
applying anywhere in the USA.” 

Hannah during her family’s visit to Ireland in 2021



10 The Monarch Messenger

The Saint Mary’s Mass Buddies program is back this 
year, and its participants are happy. While younger 

Monarchs may not have known what they were missing, 
they are thrilled to have a connection to the older 
students whom they look up to so much.

“He gives me a lot of tips,” said second-grader Ryan 
Niederer, of his Mass buddy Liam Maher, who is in seventh 
grade. “If I’m leaning forward, he tells me to sit back.”

Second grade teacher Leeann Klein remembered Liam 
helping Ryan when he got mixed up on the Sign of the 
Cross. 

Isaac Yaeger, also in second grade, said his Mass buddy, 
Chance Green, helps him find his place in the Mass 
program. “He also gave me candy!”

Kinsley Griffith said her Mass buddy often checks to make 
sure she’s ok. 

Esther Hakpon, an eighth grader, said she likes getting to 
be a role model for the younger students, and she likes 
that her buddy says hi to her when they cross paths at 
other times. 

“I feel like I have more friends!” Esther said.

Eighth grader Emma Collinson said she thinks being a 
Mass buddy makes the older students more responsible.

“As Catholics we know that our faith gets handed on 
from one generation to the next,” said Father Michael 
Renninger, pastor of St. Mary Parish. “When younger 
believers see people living the faith and serving the Lord, 
they are inspired to draw closer to Jesus. The Mass 
buddies play such an important part in that process. 

“Our older students make a connection with our younger 
students, and the older students teach the younger 
students how to fully participate in the Mass,” Renninger 
said. “The Mass buddies set a great example for our 
youngest students. And, before you know it, those 
younger students will be old enough to serve as Mass 
buddies, and thus another generation of Saint Mary’s 
students steps forward in leadership.

Also returned this year after a COVID hiatus: student 
cantors and lectors!

“Cantoring and lecturing provides students the 
opportunity to speak or perform in front of a large group,” 
said Principal Brandon Hess. “Building student confidence 
through real-world experience cannot be replaced 
by any practice or training. Our students are provided 
this opportunity and often discover something about 
themselves they never knew.” 

Eighth grader Elizabeth Jackson said lecturing has helped 
build her self-confidence. She said she was nervous 
the first time she lectured, but has since grown more 
comfortable. 

“It’s nice to have everyone listening, and to be able to 
share the word of God,” Jackson said.

“I believe that the biggest benefit of having children be 
part of the liturgy is that they are growing in their faith,” 
said Angela Corbitt, whose son Alex is a lector. “As a 
parent of a lector, I witness the benefits to my child but 
also my other children, our family and the school-church 
family. My child will practice the readings at home, thus 
everyone in our house will hear and think about God’s 
word before Mass. 

“When the words are heard again during Mass, the 
message can really sink in and be part of our conscience,” 
she said. “I believe that children pay attention more 
when their classmate is participating in the liturgy. As a 
parishioner, seeing and hearing the children participate 
in the liturgy renews my hope and faith that our Catholic 
beliefs and traditions are being passed down.”

“As a pastor, I am always delighted to witness the 
moments when a new generation of Christians can begin 
to take on public roles of service and leadership within the 
community of believers,” Father Michael said. “For 2000 
years, Christians have joined their voices in a song of 
praise to God, so I am thrilled to see the students of Saint 
Mary’s step forward as cantors to lead their peers in that 
song of praise!”

Rejoice! 
Proclaim! 
Serve!
Students happy to get back 
to cantoring, lectoring and 
mentoring at Mass
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Ellie and Caroline 
Bisese, SMCS class 

of 2012 and 2015, 

daughters of Admissions 

Director Anne Leigh 

(and Steve) Bisese, 

are creating vicarious 

experiences for all of us. 

Caroline is spending a 

year abroad in Verona, 

Italy, at the University 

of Verona. Ellie, who is 

working on her master’s 

degree in community-

engaged medicine at 

Furman, flew to Paris 

during her spring break 

in early March, where the 

two sisters met up and ran a half marathon together. They 

started beside the Bastille, ran by Notre Dame and were 

cheered on in French (“I have no idea what was said but it 

sounded encouraging,” said Ellie) to a fabulous finish. 

Bridget Boggs, SMCS class of 2014, just graduated from 

nursing school at University of Alabama and has accepted 

a position at Children’s Hospital in Birmingham, Ala. Mom 

Lara says she is super excited! Go Bridget!

Nathan Chen, SMCS class of 2012

When most people hear the name Nathan Chen, 

they think of the American figure skater and Olympic 

champion. Saint Mary’s 2012 alumnus Nathan Chen is 

used to some degree of fame by association. He shares 

the name, not the figure skating – though he’s been 

asked a fair number of times: “Is that you?!”

The SMCS Nathan said he first found out about the 

existence of his name-sharer when he was sitting in 

computer lab as a student at Saint Mary’s and looked up 

his own name online. “Ever since then I’ve kind of been 

following him.”

Nathan said once he was part of a Facebook group chat 

among approximately 40 people all named Nathan Chen. 

The figure-skating champion was among them. 

With the figure-skater Nathan’s recent victories at the 

Olympics, SMCS Nathan has experienced a resurgence of 

friends and acquaintances reaching out. “It’s cool seeing 

my name everywhere,” Chen said. “It’s not really me of 

course. I’m the original, though – I’m a year older than he 

is. He’s bringing great honor to the Nathan Chen name.”

Our Nathan graduated from the University of Maryland 

in 2020 and lives in Rockville, Md., where he works as a 

market regulation analyst for the company finra (Financial 

Industry Regulatory 

Agency). He said he looks 

at trade data to make 

sure firms are reporting 

their information 

correctly. 

Nathan got engaged 

last May and he and his 

fiancée, Elizabeth, plan 

to wed in October. He 

also likes to play sports – 

flag football and ultimate 

frisbee – but hasn’t tried 

figure skating yet. He has 

fond memories of Saint 

Mary’s and hopes alumni 

can gather soon. 

Rachel Gottschalk, SMCS class of 2013, graduated 

from William & Mary last May with a bachelor’s degree 

in marine biology. She is currently in Turks and Caicos 

working for a dive shop and whale watching. North 

Atlantic Humpback whales calve in the area January 

through March.

Jacob Gottschalk, SMCS class of 2015, is a junior at 

James Madison University. He is majoring in computer 

science and math and has a minor in physics. Mom Kelly 

said he’s really enjoying his classes. 

Alumni news

Ellie and Caroline Bisese

Nathan Chen ans Fiancée Elisabeth
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Tatiana Headen, SMCS class of 

2018, was recently accepted to 

the Harvard Secondary School 

Program, where she’ll attend 

Harvard for seven weeks this 

summer, taking college courses 

and earning college credits. 

Tatiana is currently finishing 

her senior year at Godwin High 

School.

 

Chris LaCivita, SMCS class of 2014, has founded a 

company called Sportman’s Culture. Sportsman’s Culture 

(www.sportsmansculture.com) is a media company 

dedicated to educating the public on sportsmanship. 

It was founded in 2017 when LaCivita was a junior at 

Benedictine College Preparatory. 

Leisa Lowery, SMCS class of 1996, is back in Virginia 

(Hanover) after living for two years in Pickerington, Ohio. 

She and her husband have three daughters and two dogs, 

and she is the corporate accountant for an insurance 

broker dealing mainly in mergers and acquisitions. Her 

oldest daughter is 18 and works full time while attending 

Reynolds Community College; she plans to get her 

associates degree there and then transfer elsewhere for 

her bachelors. Leisa’s 14-year-old is in eighth grade and is 

a competitive gymnast and an academic go-getter who’ll 

have four high school classes under her belt when she 

finishes eighth grade. The youngest is in third grade and is 

smart and driven as well, Leisa said.

Miles Moten, SMCS class 

of 2017, is a freshman in 

the honors program at 

Morehouse College, majoring 

in business administration with 

a concentration in finance 

and management. Miles has 

served as freshman class 

secretary this year, and was 

just elected vice president 

of the Student Government 

Association for 2022-23. Miles 

is a Goldman Sachs Market 

Madness program intern – selected as one of 125 interns 

out of 800 applicants from 20 schools across the country 

to be part of a group of finance-minded individuals 

who do a 10-week internship with Goldman Sachs. He’ll 

receive a $10,000 scholarship at the completion of the 

program and will participate in a case study competition 

on a team with a chance to win $1 million in prize funding 

for Morehouse. 

Miles is heading this summer to a study-abroad 

opportunity in Vancouver, Canada. He’ll travel to Whistler 

to learn about the resort’s innovation and business 

practices, and also get to do sight-seeing and learn about 

the culture there. As well, he has a summer internship 

with the investment management company Nuveen. 

Nuveen is a leader in real estate investment banking and 

strategies. Miles will spend 10 weeks at their headquarters 

in Charlotte, N.C.

Dad Jeff said Miles and his family appreciate all the 

prayers and support they’ve received from Saint Mary’s 

and Benedictine Schools of Richmond. “The education 

and guidance he received during his years at Saint Mary’s 

and Benedictine have prepared him 

well for everything he’s experiencing 

at this time in his life,” Jeff said. 

“Thank you.”

Victor Olesen, a SMCS alum and 

son of teacher Sheila Olesen, just set 

the national record for his age group 

at pole vault with a jump of 15 feet, 1 

inch. Wow!

Alumni news continued

Miles Moten

Victor Oleson

Tatiana Headon

Leisa Lowery and family
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Camilla Alipanah: Camilla didn’t know what to tell me 

that she’s been doing other than painting! She likes to 

paint and is slightly obsessed with drawing and painting 

hares, she says. 

Gigi Dyer: There have been 

a lot of changes in my life in 

addition to my retirement. While 

I am sharply missing my best 

friend, my husband, I am keeping 

busy.  I moved and settled into a 

new house; I do some tutoring; 

volunteer at my parish church, 

St. Michael; lunch monthly with 

a group of retired Saint Mary 

teachers; and enjoy having both my 

daughters and son-in-law living nearby. I am grateful for 

all my wonderful Saint Mary memories and I love seeing 

my former students when I am out and about! I hope all 

my old Saint Mary’s students are sailing through the math 

in their daily lives.

Karen George: I am keeping my grandson Leon 

during the week and my grandson Finley some as well. 

My husband Buddy and I hike/bike on some weekend 

trips with a group of friends. I get to stay in France this 

September with Leon and his family, and I hope to go on 

another mission trip with my teacher friends. My heart is 

warmed by the memories that St. Mary’s has afforded me; 

a vibrant, loving, committed group of people. When I see 

St. Mary’s families around town I just smile. I do miss the 

sweet students!

Nan Laux: “Life is good! Four 

grandchildren, Master Gardening 

activities, social clubs and a finicky 

cat keep me busy. And, now that 

travel restrictions are loosening, 

here we come, world!”

Jerome Maddock: When I left Saint Mary’s, I told 

everybody that I wasn’t retiring retiring, but looking for 

something new after twelve years in middle school. After 

graduating along with the Saint Mary’s Class of 2020, I 

spent much of the next year re-doing a little house my 

wife Elizabeth and I bought down in the historic town 

of Abingdon, Va. Though it wasn’t always fun, it was a 

strangely gratifying pandemic-year activity, and I learned 

lots of new things (Thanks, YouTube!). Importantly, I 

didn’t kill myself with 

any mishap involving 

electricity, nor enter a 

room inadvertently (as 

I did some years ago 

at home) through the 

ceiling!

While people in the 

hardware and plumbing 

supply stores were 

nice enough, I found I 

missed the classroom 

vibe and the school 

community, so I went 

back to teaching. I 

skipped high school 

entirely (which I 

recommend, if it isn’t 

Faculty/staff  edition

Gigi Dyer

Nan Laux

Camilla’s hares

Mr. Maddock and Cowboy
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too late for you!) and instead am now teaching part-

time at beautiful old Emory and Henry College, just a 

few minutes from the house in Abingdon. It’s fun for me, 

although a different kind of fun than I had with kids at 

Saint Mary’s. And we had lots of fun at Saint Mary’s, no?

Southwest Virginia has great outdoor activities, so I’m 

often out on the trails with our hound puppy, Cowboy, 

but I’m back in Richmond most weekends.  I really miss all 

my Saint Mary’s students, and my faculty friends. It’s hard 

to spend so much time with people and then suddenly 

not see them much. You won’t find me on social media, 

but look for me in Kroger! Love to all of you people!

Sue Mazur: Subbing at Saint 

Mary’s, that’s what I have been 

doing since I retired from After 

School Care in June 2021. There 

was a need for substitutes and I 

offered to help. I have done gym 

to the library and JK to 8th grade. 

I love Saint Mary’s.

Irene Mickle: Hi, St. Mary’s!

It’s hard to believe that it’s been almost three years since 

I retired from teaching at St. Mary’s School. I’m enjoying 

retirement very much!

We adopted a Chi Apso puppy over a year ago. He’s a very 

sweet dog and follows me everywhere at home. It’s like 

having a toddler.

My husband and I enjoy 

traveling in our camper 

trailer. This summer we’re 

heading north to visit 

many states including 

Maine. Looking forward to 

seeing many places! The 

state parks in Virginia are 

beautiful!

Our youngest son got 

married last summer, so 

we’re officially empty nesters. It’s fun being with family 

whenever we can. The grandchildren keep growing up so 

quickly! We enjoy getting together for birthdays, holidays, 

and “just because we can” days.

God bless all of you!

Joann Moroni: Joann shared a picture of Gigi Dyer, Nan 

Laux, Evelyn Twilley and herself on an elephant. She said: 

“Thirty years of teaching stirs up dozens of wonderful 

memories,” from watching students progress, grow 

and become adults to having run times with the middle 

school teaching team. 

This photo was from 

a 1990s Renaissance 

Fair they attended 

with middle 

school students 

– somehow the 

students talked 

them into riding the 

elephant. 

These days Ms. Moroni is an usher at the Altria Theater 

– after helping with seating she is welcome to find a 

seat and enjoy the show. She’s been lucky to see many 

Broadway shows, operas, symphonies and concerts this 

way. 

Pam Peebles: I am enjoying my retirement.  I like having 

the free time and not having to get up to an alarm! I have 

been taking Brodie, our dog, to dog manners classes 

to become a therapy dog. 

We passed our first class 

and will begin our second 

class. The picture attached 

is of Brodie in our class. My 

daughter is engaged and 

we have been very busy 

planning the wedding. A 

lot of details but having 

fun! Missing everyone but 

I do get a chance to see the staff, students, and parents 

occasionally when I’m called to sub!

Faculty/staff continued

Sue Mazur

Irene Mickle

Pam Peebles and Brodie



15Spring 2022

What’s next for the SMCS class of 2018?
This year’s high school seniors are beginning to chart their courses 
for next steps. We’ve heard from a few of our grads, and hope 
more will share their plans as they determine them!
Henry Bruns and Skylar Mullins are headed to the 

University of Virginia. Henry plans to major in commerce 

and media studies. 

Kylie Clark and Caitlin Crawford are headed to JMU. 

Staś Schoenborn is headed to William & Mary, where 

he’ll major in management and administration. 

Nancy Trout is headed to Elon.

Henry Bruns Kylie Clark Staś Schoenborn Nancy TroutSkylar Mullins

Watch our Saint Mary’s Facebook and Instagram to see news of more  
Saint Mary’s grads as they make decisions regarding what’s next!

Benedictine tennis 
mightier thanks to 
Monarchs
The Benedictine College Preparatory tennis squad is 

looking strong thanks to a team full of Saint Mary’s alumni. 

Pictured are SMCS graduates who are leading this year’s 

BCP team: Matthew Faraci, Antonio Schoenborn,  

Staś Schoenborn, Joshua Gleberman, Aidan Mugford, 

Cristian Lugo and Xavi Lugo.

C/o 2016 grad, 
golfer Jessica 
Rathbone, wins 
tournament

A sophomore 

biochemistry major at 

Anderson University, 

Jessica helped her team 

to a win in the South 

Atlantic Conference 

Championship, where 

they won by nine shots 

to clinch the SAC title. 

Jessica won the individual 

medalist honors by 10 

shots and crushed the 

tournament record.
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9501 Gayton Road
Richmond, Virginia 23229

(804) 740-1048
saintmary.org

Saint Mary’s Catholic School
is now on Instagram - @SaintMarysRVA
www.instagram.com/saintmarysrva  – check it out!

Lion King 2.0
Meet our newly updated Monty the Monarch! This regal new spin on our 
school mascot will be the centerpiece of our new basketball court once 
this summer’s Built on Faith project renovations are complete! 
Learn more inside!


