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Welcome to the graduation ceremony for the Class of 2020. Although this year demanded a 

reimagining of this rite of passage, and little is the same as it was in times past, my traditional 

opening is still the perfect introduction: 

In the Class of 2020 there are: 
37 Sisters of Current Students and Alumnae 
14  Daughters of Alumnae 
2  Granddaughters of Alumnae 
2 Daughters of members of the Board of Trustees 
- and - 
1 Daughter of an Assistant Principal. 

This class has earned over $29 million in academic scholarships and will attend over 87 

colleges both throughout the U.S. as well as internationally. 

I also always recognize at commencement those members of our faculty and staff who, like 

each of you, will be leaving Ursuline after many years of hard work and service.  Those retiring 

from Ursuline this year are: Louise Brown, Carol DeFrancisco, Edwinna Lucyk, Sr. K.M. 

Donohue, and Jane Joyce. 

Sr. Brenda Buckley, and Sr. Pat Schifini are leaving us, but only for a different Ursuline 

commitment. They will become full-time members of the Province Team, which is the leadership 

team of the Ursulines of Eastern Province. We thank them for their dedication to Ursuline and 

their spiritual witness to the teachings of our foundress, St. Angela Merici. 

Congratulations and thank you, parents, for choosing Ursuline for your daughters, and 

congratulations to the grandparents whose love and support has done so much to nurture and 

guide these graduates into becoming the exceptional young women they are today.  

But, most importantly, congratulations to you, the graduates. It does not matter if you are the 

first in your family to graduate from Ursuline or the 3rd.  Each diploma reflects the unique 

journey each one of you has taken to walk across the stage here today. 

As I look out at you, I am reminded of the October morning - that now seems so long ago - 

when we gathered to celebrate Ring Day.  Ring Day is the day that formally kicks off Senior 

Year and is the day upon which I bestow the coveted Ursuline ring, symbolizing proudly that you 

are a senior. That day, we began with the Senior Mass, the symbolic placing of the senior quilt 

on the altar, and Msgr. Keane’s blessing of the rings. Later, during the Ring Ceremony, you 

walked through the larger-than-life ring first used in 1940.  The flowers! The decorations! And, 

my, the noise!  Oh, the joyful noise of the entire student body chanting your praise.   



Ironically and significantly, the theme for Ring Day was “Space” with decorations that were truly 

out of this world. Ironically, Ring Day occurred in a week of national importance, for it was the 

first time in U.S. history that an all-female team of astronauts was launched into Space. This 

week, The Ursuline School also applauds NASA’s announcement that the agency’s 

headquarters building in Washington, D.C., will be named after Mary W. Jackson, the first 

African American female engineer at NASA. The agency stated: 

“Today, we proudly announce the Mary W. Jackson NASA Headquarters building. It 

appropriately sits on ‘Hidden Figures Way,’ a reminder that Mary is one of many incredible and 

talented professionals in NASA’s history who contributed to this agency’s success. Hidden no 

more, we will continue to recognize the contributions of women, African Americans, and people 

of all backgrounds who have made NASA’s successful history of exploration possible.” 

We celebrate the fact that Mary Jackson, and so many like her, are finally beginning to gain 

recognition for their vital contributions to society - acknowledgement which has been denied for 

far too long.  

Mere months ago, on Ring Day, as we imagined the vast limitlessness of the universe, we could 

not have known how life would soon be contracted and our individual worlds would become 

much more narrow indeed. 

The Class of 2020 - the class I have long referred to as the “Class of Vision” - was blindsided 

along with the rest of us. Who would have believed that our concept of space would be 

restricted and re-imagined, leading to a universe defined by our nuclear families and ending at 

our front doors?  From shuttered businesses to silent cities, you have truly experienced a 

unique event of our lifetime.  

It brings to mind that iconic Simon and Garfunkel song, “The Sound of Silence” as well as its 

indictment of “People talking without speaking/People hearing without listening.”  Let the 

lessons of this quieter, slower time we are emerging from not be forgotten - let us still make time 

for who and what really matters in our lives. 

Who would have predicted that New Yorkers would be some of the first in the country to model 

social-distancing? 

Who knew that all students would experience distance learning - even toddlers in pre-school? 

Who knew that the word “synchronous” would become part of school vocabulary? 

Who knew that even Boomers would become Zoomers? 

Who knew that school would be a place teenagers would prefer to be each day and that masks 

would become a fashion statement? 

Who knew that people would dare to enter a bank with their faces covered by masks - without 

insisting that the teller empty the vault? 



Who knew that Ursuline would witness such a strong resilient class in all of its 123 years of 

existence? 

You are truly unique and will never be forgotten. 

And, if the first half of 2020 has not been harrowing enough, recent events have exposed the sin 

of racism which has never been fully purged from our society. We are now united by pain and 

suffering as we walk in support of the Black community in New Rochelle, in New York, in the 

United States, and worldwide. 

I lived through the 1960’s.  I was your very age, in fact, when Newark was burning. I remember 

the marches and the riots and I am saddened that so little meaningful progress has been made. 

Educators at girls’ schools, especially those like myself, who identify as white, must embrace 

our obligation to learn so that we may more fully and inclusively lead.  

Why have we failed to make a bigger difference? We have not done enough to educate our 

young people and rid this wonderful country of racism. 

2020 is bringing a new dawn and it is not mere optimism to say that I feel this time is different. 

This time, the world is united and standing up together to say, “Enough.” This time, both 

individuals and institutions are committing and recommitting to equity and inclusion. This time, 

we have alumnae and students leveraging their networks and using social media to protest and 

speak out against injustice. As Maya Angelou once said: “History, despite its wrenching pain, 

cannot be unlived. But, if faced with courage, need not be lived again.” 

Discrimination must not stand - as each and every human being has equal dignity and value in 

the eyes of God. 

Living according to this principle is our moral imperative. Ursuline will be better and, yes, Kyla, 

we will say their names. Inculcating our students in the values of strength and wisdom is hollow 

unless a commitment to social justice is held equivalent. 

So today we gather to celebrate you - the Class of 2020! Celebrate you for all of the typical 

things celebrated by a senior class: Your academic achievements - and they are many; - your 

college acceptances; - and your commitment to service.  But, today we also recognize you for 

your adaptability and inner strength. You are the Class of 2020 - a class of remarkable 

resilience in this year of unprecedented global upheaval and change. 

Every commencement speaker praises the graduates seated before them. Be brave - don’t be 

afraid to fail - follow your dreams -  be resilient. Words to motivate success, to conquer the 

world, and to not fear failure. But you, the Class of 2020, need no motivational speech. You 

need only be commended - to be praised. You, please God, come away from this year and this 

experience with a deeper respect for yourself, appreciating what you are capable of, your 

strength, your grit, and your growth mindset.! 



Be informed by science, but inspired by God’s role in creation. In October, I encouraged you to 

look to space, but today I encourage you to not overlook what is right before your eyes.  In the 

words of Toni Morrison, “You are your best thing.” 

May God bless you and may you never forget that Ursuline is your home.  I pray that St. Angela 

watches over you all your days and that St. Ursula protects your future.  

Congratulations to the Class of 2020!!  


