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STILL VIBRANT AFTER ALL THESE YEARSSTILL VIBRANT AFTER ALL THESE YEARS
ST. FRANCIS XAVIER SCHOOL CELEBRATES ITS 95TH ANNIVERSARY
By Chris Napolitan

On January 18, 1914, the plans and dreams of Monsignor David Hickey, pastor of St. Francis,
came to life as the cornerstone was laid for St. Francis Xavier School, on the same site where the
school stands today.  Perhaps even he did not

dream that almost a full century later it would still be
a thriving, active institution. The original school con-
tained 18 rooms and a very large auditorium.
Increased enrollment caused an annex to be built,
adding eight more classrooms in 1927 and another
eight in 1956.

To celebrate the 95th year of St. Francis School,
a gala was held in October to kick off this anniver-
sary year. Approximately 150 people gathered at the
Immaculate Conception Center in Douglaston to
catch up with old friends, former classmates, and
teachers.  All enjoyed an evening of celebration and
nostalgia. The celebration will continue into next
year. On Sunday, May 16, 2010, there will be an
anniversary Mass at 12:15 pm at St. Francis Xavier
Church, followed by an open house at the school. The
hope is that many alumni will come "home" for a visit.

In the early days of the school, the faculty con-
sisted of Sisters of St. Joseph, Franciscan Brothers,
and lay teachers. As has occurred all over the country,
lay teachers now outnumber religious staff, but the
Sisters of St. Joseph still maintain a presence in the
school.  A moving force in the school's success and longevity is its principal, Sister Kathleen,C.S.J.
Originally a first grade teacher at St. Francis, S.Kathleen has served as the school's educational leader
for the last 36 years. Anyone who knows Sister or the workings of the school is struck by her manage-
rial skills.  It's been said that she could have been CEO of any corporation! In spite of vagaries in the
economy, changes in demographics, and fluctuations in registration, S. Kathleen has kept the school
running without ever receiving money from either the parish or the diocese. In fact, even though the
parish is technically responsible for maintenance of the buildings, the school has also taken care of that
itself. S. Kathleen's fiscal management
has relieved the parish of those expens-
es, the likes of which have become bur-
densome to many other parishes.  For a
number of years Sister was on a
Bishop's Committee, working with prin-
cipals of schools that received subsidies
from the diocese, passing on her finan-
cial methods and knowledge. 

During a brief interview with her to
prepare for this article, Sister was asked
what she thought enabled her to perform
so successfully in this area. She
answered, "God always provides." She is equally self-
effacing when asked about the other areas in which the
school is successful and considers herself very lucky to
have been surrounded by "wonderful people"  throughout
her career. She states her teachers have stuck with her
through thick and thin, and when asked what she would
consider the most wonderful thing about St. Francis
School, she answers, "my teachers and my children."

Sister Kathleen remembers past students as individu-
als, and says that's what it's all about - "making a difference one kid at a time."  For the past 25 years
or so, two of the 'wonderful people' surrounding S. Kathleen, Maire O'Connell and Edna Fialo, per-
sonified the school for many students and their families. Add a wonderful faculty, and the many parents
who volunteer regularly to support all the efforts of the school, and it becomes clear that the school is,
indeed, a community effort.  The staff works very hard to build a strong faith community with good
Christian values, while maintaining a program that is academically sound. Outreach and service are an
important part of the St. Francis School experience. Students raise money for such organizations as
Ronald McDonald House, St. Jude Hospital, a new Catholic school in Ghana, and CHIPS. They also
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Mass Celebration and Offertory Procession
Main Celebrant, SFX Pastor Fr. Bill Rueger. 

Celebrants (below left to right) SSFX Alumni Alma Sanchez-Passione,
Christopher Perry, Kathleen Hynes-Lockwood, and Paul Henrich.

School Gala Honorees & Presenters
Sister Kathleen (Principal), Brother Edward Bacon,

OSF, (Honoree, Former Faculty & Principal), 
Sister Helene (Pastoral Associate), Edna Maher-Fialo,

(Honoree, Alumnus & Volunteer), Jim O’Connell
(Presenter), Mary O’Connell (Presenter), 

& Sister Mary Geraghty, CSJ, (Honoree Alumnus)
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RICH WITH BELOVED TRADITIONS
By Christine Abbate-Reuland

CCCC
hristmas is many things to many people.
For parishioners at St. Francis Xavier
Church, the Advent Season brings an

abundance of opportunities to connect with oth-
ers in the com-
munity while
renewing one's
own spiritual
c o m m i t m e n t .
From raising a
voice with the
choir to donat-
ing presents to
those families in
need, parish-
ioners celebrate
the birth of Jesus
by giving to, and
sharing with
others. Together
we gather as a
community and

share God's gifts with loved ones in a beautiful
setting filled with music and light.  

Parishioners were pleased to comment on
the season's special highlights at St. Francis.

"When I think about Christmas at our
church, I think about the fact that it is Jesus's
birthday and to celebrate that, we should help
others and take a moment to forgive and move
forward in our lives," said Dolores Votto, a
long-time parishioner. "At St. Francis, I particu-
larly love the Giving Tree, where we gather
presents for those less fortunate. The whole
church just feels and smells so wonderful, and
when it is filled with the music of the carolers it
is just heavenly."

Haydee Von-Sternberg added: "I love
Midnight Mass. I was born in Cuba and
Midnight Mass is very popular there. It is so
beautiful when the priest brings Baby Jesus to
the altar.  I often have visitors staying with me
from other countries for the holidays-and some
of them are not Catholic-but they always join
me and comment on the beauty of our church
and community." (Continued next page)

The Three Kings present small gifts 
to Parish children during the celebration 

of Christmas Eve Family Mass.

Photos: Stephen Kabacinski
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ADVENT AND CHRISTMAS ST. FRANCIS XAVIER PARISH

Brooklyn CYA Advent Faith-Sharing Series
Every Tuesday starting December 1st, 7:30 pm, 
SFX Rectory. 20- and 30-somethings invited to talk
faith with their peers. Special talk "Advent in Art" by
Dr. Frank Greene, Tuesday, December 8th.

Christmas Crafts Fair: Boy Scout Troop 22
SFX Lyceum, President Street
Saturday, December 5th, 10:00 am-5:00 pm

Feast of the Immaculate Conception of the
Blessed Virgin Mary
Vigil Mass, Monday, December 7th at 7:30 pm 
Feast Day Mass, Tuesday, December 8th at 9:00 am

Lessons and Carols Family Service
Monday, December 14th at 7:30 pm
A tradition borrowed from our Anglican brothers and
sisters, seasonal music and scripture readings
designed to give an evening of respite during this
often hectic season.

Rectory Open House
Saturday, December 19th after the 5:00 pm Mass
Sunday, December 20th after all Masses.

Christmas Eve Family Mass
Thursday, December 24th at 5:00 pm 
A special Mass intended specifically for our children.

Christmas Eve Midnight Mass & Choral Concert 
December 24th. Music starts 11:15 pm. 
Special Mass with full Sacra Musica Choir 
and Organ. All Welcome!

Christmas Day Masses
December 25th.
9:30 am and 12:15 pm

New Year's Day Celebration-2010 
Feast of Mary, the Mother of God
Vigil Mass Thursday, Dec. 31st, 5:00 pm
Mass Friday, January 1st, 12:15 pm.

Father MMark BBurke
Finds HHis PPlace aat tthe PParish By John Labate

II t didn't take long for Father Mark Burke to establish
himself as the newest clerical member of the St.

Francis community. In October, a few months after he
arrived, he led a Monday evening lecture series on the
Gospel of St. Luke. He has also celebrated weekday and
weekend Masses, filling in for Father Bill when needed. 

A PhD candidate at the New School for Social
Research, Father Burke has taken residence at the Saint
Francis rectory for the next year or more while he finish-
es his dissertation on contemporary American philosophy.
"It's working out wonderfully," says Father Mark. "I couldn't have landed in
a better situation. The people have been very friendly. It's a great parish
with a good spirit and variety in the congregation." He adds that Father Bill's
own generous spirit has had a positive effect on him. "When you're around
good people, it's hard to be negative."

A member of the Society of Jesus (Jesuit), Father Mark was raised in
Massachusetts and most recently served as pastor in a parish in
Williamstown before returning to studies to complete an earlier doctoral pro-
gram. It was an earlier scripture study at that parish, along with Father Bill's
spring evolution series, that gave him the idea of leading a study on St.
Luke. "I wanted to put Luke in perspective of the other Gospels. Luke has
themes he accentuates. These are themes he worked out from editing his
material from Mark and other sources."

As a native of Red Sox nation, you could say Father Mark isn't the biggest
Yankees fan. He laughs when he recalls the surprising response when he
revealed his allegiance to parishioners after his first mass at Saint Francis last
summer. "I was completely taken aback by the audible groan-there was a
clear groan of disapproval. I thought I'd get a chuckle." But baseball aside,
he feels very comfortable in his new home, and as a fan of old movies, he
gets to BAM whenever he can. 

Look for a new discussion series from Father Mark in the spring,
although the topic has yet to be decided.

make gifts for retired and
infirm Sisters of St.
Joseph.

The school's academic
program strives for the
highest standards. Besides
strong core curriculum, it
offers computer, Spanish,
and music classes. St.
Francis School received the
2009 Blackboard Award for
Outstanding Religious
Middle School in recogni-
tion of its exceptional edu-
cational program. This year
the school has a Pre-K with both half-day and full-day programs. It also has an
after school program that offers art, sports, dance, computer, cooking, drama,
book club, poetry club as well as homework time under teacher supervision.
Preparation for NYS standardized tests is also offered.

Following the attacks of September 11, the school experienced a major
drop in enrollment as some families left the city. The meteoric rise in the cost
of housing in the neighborhood, as well as the current financial conditions,
have not helped that situation. In spite of these difficulties, the school contin-
ues to function and remain a place of great spirit. Currently the enrollment at
SFX School is at a low point, with approximately 300 students. This number
brings with it the educational blessings of a small school, but also the financial
challenges of the same. In spite of that, it continues to be an energetic, active
place. Further information can be found about St. Francis Xavier School on its
website. (Not unusual for the school, the website was designed by a former stu-
dent, who is now the father of two current students!)  The web address is
www.ssfx.org.

SFX SSFX SCHOOLCHOOL CCELEBRATESELEBRATES 95 Y95 YEARSEARS (Continued)

Classmates 1966 – 1968
with Br Edward Bacon, OSF & Sr Helene Conway, CSJ.

CHRISTMAS ((Continued)

"My family always goes to the family mass," says
Blair Ganson, a younger member of the parish. "We
enjoy the music and gathering together with all of the
children. I really love the processional with Baby Jesus.
Seeing that really makes it Christmas for me."

For Sophie and Sarah De Tournemire, the focus is
on the Advent candles. "We love taking part in the light-
ing of the Advent candles in the church and try to do it
every year. We love the feeling of gathering together to
prepare for Christmas. It is very special."

Ellen Shea agrees."During Advent, we light our
Advent candles every night before dinner. It has become
a family tradition. We still get out all of our books about
Christmas and set up our own Advent calendar…then
when we get to mass we take part in the candle lighting in
the church. We love to get ready for Christmas in this way."

Choir member Greg Sungcad says his favorite part is
the music program. "It is so uplifting to be in our beautiful
church and hear the music.  Our program is so rich and I
really enjoy being part of the choir with all of the outstand-
ing and committed musicians."

Edna Fialo commented on the beauty of the church,
"The decorations, from the gorgeous poinsettias on the
altar to the trees are just absolutely beautiful in the church
during the Christmas season. It makes me so happy to see
the altar looking like that."

Noel Negron feels it is the welcoming nature of the
church that is most appealing during the holiday season.
"The church is so beautiful and as soon as you enter you
feel that you are part of something special. We love the
Giving Tree and the fact that we can give something to
those less fortunate during the holiday season."

Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. (Luke 2: 10-12)

In MMemoriam
I N  P R A I S E  O F  D E A C O N  J A C KI N  P R A I S E  O F  D E A C O N  J A C K

OO
n October 3rd the parish gathered for the funeral (now called Mass of
the Resurrection) of our beloved Deacon Jack França. In his homily,
Monsignor John O'Brien described Deacon Jack as "a good son, a good

husband, a good father, a good grandfather, a good deacon." Deacon Jack was
also a good foster father to dozens of little ones. Over years, it was a regular
sight at Sunday Mass to catch a glimpse of Jack with one baby or another cud-
dled on his shoulder.

For those new to the term, a deacon is called to ordination very much to
serve those in need, as well as for service at the altar. Deacon Jack was a
superlative example. Year after year, on Thanksgiving Day, when most families
were enjoying dinner with relatives or friends, Deacon Jack and his helpers
were seeking out the homeless to give them a home-cooked turkey dinner. He
"talked turkey" to many young people, aiming to keep them out of drug trou-
ble. He was known to the sports-minded, the Scouts, the Confirmation classes,
the elderly…the whole parish.  He was available to everyone, especially to God.

We in the parish count ourselves blessed that we were here at St. Francis
Xavier as Deacon Jack "passed by" from his Baptism as a baby to his going
home to God. We pray for him and for his beautiful, loving family.  You know,
on this journey called life, we're all just "passing by." We make the most of it
as we follow the commandment to love God and love our neighbor as Deacon
Jack did.  

Father Bill Rueger

IF YOU HAVE ANY IDEAS OR WOULD LIKE TO SUBMIT AN ARTICLE FOR FUTURE ISSUES OF THE SFX NEWSLETTER,  PLEASE CONTACT THE COMMUNICATIONS COMMITTEE.  
ALL IDEAS ARE WELCOME.  CHRIS NAPOLITAN CHRISHG321@AOL.COM OR  JOHN LABATE JGLABATE@YAHOO.COM
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