
P.O. Box 81869
San Diego, CA 92138-1869

TELEPHONE: (858) 490-8266
E-MAIL: socross@sdcatholic.org

WEB: THESOUTHERNCROSS.ORG

VOLUME 115 • NUMBER 01	 THESOUTHERNCROSS.ORG	 JANUARY 2026

ESPAÑOLE
N

SECCIÓN B

Service Saturday
Young adults distributed care packages and made 
connections with homeless. Page 4

Unpacking Faith
A new series seeks to shed light on Catholic tradi-
tions. First up: Epiphany. Page 8

Up to the Challenge
Catholic schools, like St. Peter’s in Fallbrook, are 
meeting the challenge of enrollment. Pages 10-11

C
H

A
R

LI
E 

N
EU

M
A

N

Moving to 
Monterey

AUXILIARY NO MORE: Auxiliary Bishop Ramón Bejarano, beloved for his pastoral nature, was appointed on Dec. 17 to lead the Diocese of Monterey, California. He’s pictured after a procession to the 
downtown San Diego federal building to stand with immigrants on Feb. 9, 2025.
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 Visitors to the 
University of San 
Diego should 

be prepared to encounter 
“Angels Unawares.”

The sculpture, by artist Timothy 
Schmalz, was blessed and dedicated 
by Bishop Michael Pham on Dec. 18, 
which is International Migrants Day.

“Angels Unawares” can be seen in 
front of USD’s Joan B. Kroc School 
of Peace Studies. A similar piece was 
commissioned by Pope Francis and 
placed in St. Peter’s Square in 2019.

The sculpture depicts migrants 
and refugees from different cultur-
al and racial backgrounds standing 
together on a boat. A pair of angel 
wings emerges from the middle of 
the sculpture, a reference to a Bible 
verse about “entertaining angels un-
awares” by showing acts of hospitali-
ty to strangers (Heb 13:2).

The genesis of the sculpture began 
when USD President James T. Harris 
III saw the original “Angels Unawares” 
sculpture in St. Peter’s Square. Harris 
was inspired by its message, especial-
ly how it aligned with USD’s Catholic 
mission and values, and worked with 
his USD colleagues to see if the artist 

would be interested in designing a 
similar sculpture for USD.

Thanks to an anonymous donor, and 
the artist’s willingness to recreate the 
piece, the 8-foot sculpture is now a 
reality on USD’s campus. 

“As the grandson of immigrants, this 
sculpture reminds me of how Biblical 
teachings encourage us to care for our 
most poor and vulnerable commu-
nities, including those who flee their 
countries in search of a better life,” 
said Harris. “I hope this sculpture can 
provide our Torero community with 
feelings of compassion that transcend 
all borders and politics.”

NEW ON CAMPUS: Bishop Michael Pham on Dec. 18 blessed “Angels Unawares,” a sculpture by artist Timothy Schmalz, at the University of San Diego.
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‘Angels Unawares’ Dwell at USD

By Carol Glatz 

 VATICAN CITY — A 
commission set up 
by Pope Francis to 

study women deacons has 
voted against the possibility 
of ordaining women deacons, 
while also supporting more 
study on the issue.

It also expressed hope that women’s 
access to other ministries would be 
expanded.

Pope Francis established the “Study 
Commission on the Female Diacon-
ate” in 2020 as a follow-up to a previ-
ous group that studied the history of 
women deacons in the New Testament 
and the early Christian communities.

Cardinal Giuseppe Petrocchi of 
Aquila, Italy, was chosen as president 
of the commission. Pope Francis had 
named 10 other members of the com-
mission — five women and five men, 
including two permanent deacons 
from the United States and three 
priests.

The seven-page report published 
Dec. 4 was a synthesis of the commis-

sion’s work, which concluded in Feb-
ruary, and was addressed to Pope Leo 
XIV. According to Vatican News, the 
pope requested the synthesis, which 
was dated Sept 18, be made public.

The Vatican published the synthe-
sis, including the results of votes the 
commission members took on eight 
different statements or “theses.”

One proposition that showed mem-
bers split exactly down the middle 
was: “The masculinity of Christ, and 
therefore the masculinity of those who 
receive Holy Orders, is not accidental 
but is an integral part of sacramental 
identity, preserving the divine order of 
salvation in Christ. To alter this reality 
would not be a simple adjustment of 
ministry but a rupture of the nuptial 
meaning of salvation.”

When this statement was put to a 
vote among 10 members in February, 
it received five votes in favor, confirm-
ing its current form, while the other 
five members voted to remove it.

A statement that received six votes 
against, two for and two abstaining 
was: “The undersigned is in favor of 
the institution in the Church of the 

female diaconate as understood as the 
third degree of holy orders.”

The commission unanimously ex-
pressed support in 2021 for the estab-
lishment of new ministries that “could 
contribute to synergy between men 
and women. Their implementation 
would require the development of 
appropriate means of formation — 
theological, practical, mystagogical 
— and support.” Pope Francis had 
announced several months before, in 
January 2021, that the ministries of 
lector and acolyte would be open to 
women.

However, the report noted some of 
the arguments being made in favor of 
women’s ordination to the diaconate, 
citing how proponents have said exclud-
ing women from this ministry seems to 
contradict the biblical foundation of the 
equal status and dignity of “male” and 
“female” as images of God.

Because of that, some believe women 
should not only be allowed access to 
ordination as deacons, but also to the 
other degrees of Holy Orders: the priest-
hood and episcopate, the report said.

Catholic News Service

Panel Rejects Female Diaconate 
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By Denis Grasska

 “I figured this day 
was coming, and 
I dreaded it. …

“I hate to lose not just a wonderful 
bishop and leader, but also a friend.”

That was how Jesuit Father Scott 
Santarosa, pastor of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe Parish in Barrio Logan, re-
ceived the news Dec. 17 that Pope Leo 
XIV had appointed Auxiliary Bishop 
Ramón Bejarano as the sixth bishop 
of the Diocese of Monterey, California.

It’s a sentiment shared by many lo-
cal Catholics.

“We will lose a wonderful person, 
a gentle soul and a strong advocate 
for peace and justice in our Diocese 
of San Diego,” said Bishop Michael 
Pham. “The Diocese of Monterey will 
gain a bishop who has the heart of the 
Good Shepherd.”

Bishop Pham said that the instal-
lation Mass likely will take place in 
March in Monterey.

Bishop Bejarano, formerly a priest 
of the Diocese of Stockton, was 
appointed auxiliary bishop of San 
Diego almost six years ago. But the 
COVID-19 pandemic delayed then 
Father Bejarano’s consecration as a 
bishop; initially set for April 21, 2020, 
it was postponed to July 14.

He serves as Vicar for Ethnic and 
Intercultural Communities; Vicar for 
Life, Peace and Justice; and Vicar for 

Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs.
Rick Stewart, leader of the Dioce-

san Commission for African American 
Catholics, described Bishop Bejarano 
as “a compassionate leader, great lis-
tener and very empathetic.”

“Bishop Bejarano has a genuine con-
cern for the plight of African Ameri-
can people and people of color across 
the United States,” said Stewart, who 
appreciated that the bishop “took the 
time to learn about the culture” and 
“never tried to force his ideas, using 
his position in the Church.”

Luis Barajas, who leads the Dioce-
san Commission for Spanish-Speaking 
Catholics, called the bishop “a great 
example of service to others, never 
showing a preference among our 
groups, (but) always accompanying 
each one in due time.

“We love him and we’re going to 

miss him,” said Barajas. “He will forev-
er have a place in our hearts and will 
always be in our prayers.”

Rosemary Benefield, founder and 
CEO of the post-abortion healing min-
istry Rachel’s Hope, is also apprecia-
tive of the bishop’s ministry.

“I’m sorry to hear he will be leaving 
us,” she said, recalling his support for 
the pro-life movement.

“When I sat next to him at a 
(Spanish-language) Rachel’s Hope 
event and the speaker gave his talk in 
Spanish, he interpreted it for me,” she 
said. “He was always so considerate of 
others.”

Benefield said that Bishop Bejara-
no was the keynote speaker — and 
gave “a wonderful, moving talk” — at 
Rachel’s Hope’s 30th anniversary cele-
bration in October of 2024.

Many have remarked on Bishop Be-

jarano’s personal touch.
Father Santarosa hailed him as “a 

true servant-bishop,” who “overflows 
with pastoral care for people from all 
walks of life.” 

Bishop Bejarano coordinated the 
diocese’s work on immigration.

Father Santarosa recalled a recent 
prayer vigil outside the federal build-
ing in downtown San Diego. The event 
was held in solidarity with immigrants 
who were being detained in the build-
ing, and Bishop Bejarano was the last 
speaker.

“I was trying to bring the gathering 
to a close, because our buses were 
waiting,” said Father Santarosa. “But 
he had things to say, and he would not 
relinquish the microphone. It was a 
little comical, the tug-of-war we were 
having, he and I. But I am so glad he 
spoke, because it was the most pas-
sionate I think I have ever seen him.”

He also shared the “wonderful im-
age” of the bishop blessing parishio-
ners after Mass.

“There would always be a line of 
people asking for his blessing,” he 
said, “and he took the time to talk 
with people and ask them what they 
wanted the blessing for.”

At an assembly of Pastoral Center 
staff on the day of the announcement, 
Bishop Pham prayed for Bishop Beja-
rano’s future.

“May God continue blessing him 
with a joyful heart and peaceful spir-
it,” he said. “May our Blessed Mother 
Mary continue walking with him in his 
life ministry.”

‘We Love Him and We’re Going to Miss Him’

TRADITION: Auxiliary Bishop Ramón Bejarano, who was appointed bishop of the Diocese of Monterey on Dec. 17, has held many roles in the Diocese of San Diego, including Vicar for Ethnic and Inter-
cultural Communities. Pictured above, he celebrates the Indigenous People Mass on Sept. 27, 2024, at Mission San Antonio de Pala, assisted by Deacon Andy Orosco; below, he blesses traditional, star-shaped 
lanterns, or “parols,” for the Filipino Catholic community at the Simbang Gabi vigil Mass, held Dec. 14, 2025, at St. Charles Church in South San Diego.
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By Denis Grasska

 “It touched my 
soul. I felt the Holy 
Spirit with us the 

entire day.”

That’s how Allie Mazur, a 35-year-
old member of St. John the Evangelist 
Parish in Encinitas, described the 
inaugural “Frassati Service Saturday.”

She was one of about 45 young 
adults, who spent around 90 minutes 
on Nov. 22 encountering the homeless 
in Balboa Park.

Organized by YCP San Diego, the 
local chapter of Young Catholic Pro-
fessionals, the event took its name 
and inspiration from St. Pier Giorgio 
Frassati, who was canonized Sept. 7. 
The Italian saint, who died at age 24, 
had a great love for the poor.

“The purpose of this event was to 
help people in YCP be able to approach 
our friends on the street in a way that 
brings them closer in fellowship and 
to invite Jesus in, as well,” said Chris-
tian Cordon, YCP San Diego’s director 
of evangelization.

“We are hoping to help (these 
homeless individuals) experience the 
dignity of having a conversation,” he 
said, “and, if Christ is mentioned, all 
the better, but first and foremost to 
form friendships.”

Cordon said that the service day 
was modeled after Frassati Fridays, a 
homeless outreach that he had expe-
rienced at the San Diego State Univer-
sity Catholic Newman Center.

Frassati Service Saturday repre-
sented a change-of-pace for YCP San 
Diego. The organization’s recurring 
events for Catholics in their 20s and 
30s include its Executive Speaker 
Series, where a Catholic speaker re-
flects on his or her faith and career; 
networking happy hours; and half-day 
retreats.

“Based on the turnout and feedback 
from attendees, we are very excited to 
add this to our regular programming 
moving forward,” said Claudia Buccio, 
YCP San Diego’s assistant director of 
marketing, who shared plans to hold 
Frassati Service Saturdays quarterly. 
“We hope to continue finding opportu-
nities to give back to those who often 
feel unseen and unheard.”

Cordon considers the inaugural 
event “a great success.”

“(The participants) wholeheartedly 
approached this event with an open 
mind and heart,” he said. “They are 
what made this event successful, their 
compassion and love for Christ and 
his children.”

The service day originally had been 
scheduled for Nov. 15, but it was post-
poned one week because of inclement 
weather.

“So many weekends go by when 
I wonder what I can do to give back 
more,” Mazur said.

As soon as she saw the announce-
ment about Frassati Service Saturday, 
she said, “I didn’t hesitate to put it on 
my calendar.”

Young adults met around 2 p.m. at 

the Spreckels Organ Pavilion, where 
they were greeted by YCP leadership 
team members and a life-sized, card-
board image of St. Pier Giorgio.

The young adults helped to assem-
ble care packages, consisting of a bot-
tle of water, a pair of new socks and a 
granola bar packed inside a resealable, 
plastic freezer bag. 

The event opened and closed with 
prayer. Participants were divided into 
groups of three, with at least one male 
in each, and given pointers on how 
to engage with the homeless as they 
distributed the care packages. 

After reconvening at the Spreckels 
Organ Pavilion, each group shared its 
experiences.

The day was about more than ad-
dressing material needs.

“I initially thought we would simply 
distribute supplies,” said Corbin Ulloa, 

a 27-year-old member of St. Mary Par-
ish in Escondido, “but the real impact 
came from the conversations, the 
storytelling and the chance to help 
others feel seen and valued. It made 
the experience much more personal 
and meaningful.”

He described it as “a deeply humbling 
and spiritually enriching experience.”

“I encountered Christ in people and 
moments where I least expected to 
see him, which broadened my per-
spective and strengthened my faith,” 
Ulloa said.

“I thought it was great,” said Sam 
Suyemoto, 32, of St. Brigid Parish in 
Pacific Beach. “We had real conversa-
tions, and it made me step outside of 
my own life for a bit and engage with 
others. It was also good to pray with 
one person we encountered.”

Suyemoto said that a takeaway from 

this first Frassati Service Saturday 
was that some things are “easier to do 
in numbers.”

“Just as Jesus sent disciples out 
two by two, there was wisdom in the 
small groups we split up in,” she said, 
“because they provided safety for us 
and were less intimidating to those we 
were approaching.”

Buccio said that her group met a 
woman who had fled a “toxic relation-
ship” and a man who had been run 
over by a car in another state before 
making his way to San Diego.

“These were just two examples of 
folks who opened their hearts and 
shared their stories,” she said. “Some-
times, all a person needs is someone 
to listen and not judge, to see them for 
who they are, not where they live.”

Mazur recalled a touching moment 
of her own.

“One of the men let me tie his shoe-
laces after we gave him some new 
socks to put on,” she said. “He put 
them on right in front of us, and I bent 
down to lace up his old shoes. I almost 
cried, but didn’t let him see that. And 
then, we helped direct him to the clos-
est soup kitchen.”

Mazur said that she had come to the 
event without previous experience 
with homeless ministry, but left feel-
ing “so eager to stop and talk to the 
next homeless person I see this week. 
I want to bring them hope.”

She feels emboldened to “hop in 
my car, go to a local park, and bring 
some water and a smile to someone in 
need.”

ASSEMBLY REQUIRED: Young adults participating in the first “Frassati Service Saturday” Nov. 22 form an assembly line to prepare care packag-
es for distribution to the homeless in Balboa Park.

Young Souls Take Touch of Hope to Streets
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CONVERSATION: Young adults engage a homeless individual in conversation during “Frassati 
Service Saturday.”
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By Denis Grasska

 OCEANSIDE — 
Think about it as 
simply “Church on 

the run.”

The St. Thomas More Run Club, 
established in August at St. Thomas 
More Parish, has about 15 members 
who meet two Saturday mornings 
each month. Representing diverse 
ages and skill levels, they share a pas-
sion for faith and fitness.

Because all skill levels are welcome, 
members split into groups based on 
how fast and how far they’d like to 
run. At the conclusion, they often will 
have breakfast together.

The club came about as the result 
of a casual conversation between pa-
rishioners Michael Thornbury, 29, and 
Jonathan Walther, 31, who quickly 
discovered a shared love of running.

Though a parish-based group, the 
club may not seem as overtly religious 
as a catechism class or a Holy Hour. 
But that doesn’t mean that it doesn’t 
have a spiritual component.

Thornbury said the club’s motto is 
“Running the race and keeping the 
faith,” inspired by a passage from St. 
Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy (4:7), 
in which the apostle drew a compar-
ison between perseverance in the 
Christian life and running a race.

“(Races) are hard events where you 

can choose to quit, much like faith,” 
explained Thornbury. “This allows us 
to stay true and practice strength and 
conviction.”

Jericho Fabie, 36, runs the club’s so-
cial media. He noted the role of prayer 
in the club’s activities.

“We begin each run with a short 
prayer, asking for safety, strength and 
gratitude for the gift of community,” 
he said.

“Afterward,” he added, “we close 
with another prayer, giving thanks for 
the time together and the ability to 
move and grow in fellowship.”

The club’s coordinators reflected 
on how running has drawn them clos-
er to God.

Thornbury said that he encounters 
God in the “voluntary suffering” that 
running entails: “in choosing to do 
a hard thing when it is easy to stop, 
choosing to take the next step and 
having a group around to help push 
you forward and keeping your eyes 
toward Heaven.”

He said that running “clears my 
mind” and “provides an excellent time 
for prayer.”

For David Contreras Delgado, who 

helped to set up the run club as a par-
ish ministry, running outdoors helps 
him “to recognize the beauty of God’s 
creation.”

“Whether it’s a beautiful sunrise, 
the escape of a trail, or beach views, 
I always find something to get lost in 
during my run,” the 23-year-old said.

Walther, who develops the club’s 
routes and leads its runs, said that 
“there’s a beauty and bond to putting 
your body through voluntary stress 
with others.”

For him, that sense of community is 
part and parcel of the club’s spiritual 
nature.

“Church is a people, not a place,” 
said Walther. “This is simply a ‘Church 
on the run.’”

Fabie said that there’s “something 
special” about the conversations that 
happen when running with others. 
Courtesy of the run club, he recon-
nected with a friend whom he hadn’t 
seen in more than 10 years.

“We ended up talking about our 
faith journeys while running,” he said. 
“It was meaningful and grounding — a 
reminder that God meets us in mo-
tion, in community.”

‘Running the Race and Keeping the Faith’

ON THE RUN: Faith and fitness come together at one of the bimonthly outings of the St. Thomas 
More Run Club, which was established in August.
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Follow the St. Thomas  
More Run Club on Instagram  
@stmrunclub for meeting 
dates and locations.
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By Denis Grasska

 About 2,500 
people are 
expected to 

attend the 14th annual San 
Diego Walk for Life. 

Among them will be Bishop Mi-
chael Pham, who will be delivering a 
message to the crowd, and Auxiliary 
Bishops Ramón Bejarano and Felipe 
Pulido.

The largest local pro-life gathering, 
the San Diego Walk for Life will return 
to Waterfront Park in downtown San 
Diego, where it will be held from 8:30 
a.m. to noon, Saturday, Jan. 24.

But while the event has traditionally 
been held on the northwestern corner 
of the park, near the intersection of 
Harbor Drive and West Grape Street, 
it is relocating this year to the south-
western edge, near the intersection of 
Harbor Drive and West Ash Street.

This year’s theme will be “Known, 
Created, and Loved in the Womb.” It 
was inspired by Jeremiah 1:5, in which 
God tells the eponymous prophet: 
“Before I formed you in the womb, 
I knew you; before you were born, I 
dedicated you; a prophet to the na-
tions, I appointed you.”

God’s words to Jeremiah can be 
applied to every human being, said 
Maria Valencia, who oversees culture 
of life ministry in the diocesan Office 
for Life, Peace and Justice, and serves 
as coordinator of the San Diego Walk 
for Life.

“Since God formed individuals in 
the womb, we all have a mission,” she 
said, “and that mission is not going to 
happen if people terminate pregnan-
cies through abortion.”

The San Diego Walk for Life includes 
an approximately half-mile walk, with 
participants holding pro-life signs and 

banners; speeches and testimonials; 
about 50 pro-life exhibitor booths; 
and live entertainment.

The keynote speaker will be Kairy 
Marquez, a worship leader and Catho-
lic singer-songwriter, who was born in 
the Dominican Republic but now lives 
outside Atlanta.

In addition to her talk, Valencia 
said, Marquez will also entertain the 
crowd with a live performance of her 
original music.

Other scheduled speakers include 
Bishop Pham; Deacon Bobby Ehnow, 
who will share his personal story of 
being adopted; and Carol Kope, of the 
Silent No More Awareness Campaign, 
through which women share their pain 
and regret over choosing abortion.

Exhibitors will include many 
pregnancy resource centers, as 
well as other organizations, like the 
post-abortion healing ministry Ra-
chel’s Hope/Esperanza Raquel, the 
Knights of Columbus, culture of life 

coordinators from local parishes, and 
representatives from various diocesan 
pastoral offices.

Valencia said that, as in past years, 
she is requesting help with what she 
calls the “three P’s”: participation, 
promotion and prayer. She said vol-
unteers are needed, and members of 
the clergy are especially encouraged 
to attend.

“When they are there,” she said of 
clergy, “people feel like they are ac-
companying us in this mission.”

A Novena for Life will begin on Fri-

day, Jan. 16. Each of the first eight 
days of the novena will be hosted by 
a different parish in San Diego or Im-
perial County. The last day will take 
place immediately prior to the walk, 
around 7:45 a.m., at Waterfront Park.

STANDING UP: The San Diego Walk for Life, coming up Jan. 24, provides an annual opportunity to witness to the sanctity of human life. 

Walk Celebrates That ‘We All Have a Mission’
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For information, visit 
sandiegowalkforlife.org  
or contact Maria Valencia 
at (858) 490-8323 or 
mvalencia@sdcatholic.org.
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By Brendan D. Towell
brendantowell.com 

The world is watching as Pope Leo XIV steps into 
his role as the successor of St. Peter. With each 
passing day, the media offers a glimpse into 
the man himself and in his words and witness, 
we hear an echo of something ancient, wise, 
and urgently needed. Now more than ever, the 
Church has chosen not just a leader, but a vision: 
an Augustinian one.

For those of us at St. Augustine High School, 
this is more than symbolic. It’s confirmation of 
something our community has known for over 
103 years: that the spirit of Augustine - his honesty 
about the human condition, his restlessness, his 
passion for truth, and his yearning for God - is 
precisely what this moment in history calls for. 
You could say we’ve been ahead of the curve, 
but more than anything, we’re simply grateful to 
see the wider Church walking this Augustinian 
path alongside us.

St. Augustine famously wrote (and our students 
pray daily), “You have made us for Yourself, O 
Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest 
in You.” The modern world is full of distractions 
and substitutes for God with quick fixes, shallow 
pleasures, and empty promises. Yet, as any 
parent knows, none of these are ultimately 
satisfying. Especially not for young people. 
Especially not for boys navigating a world that 
so often misunderstands or misdirects their 
energy, their questions, and their longing.

At Saints, we form young men to become 
Augustinian servant leaders: searchers of truth, 

builders of community, lovers of wisdom, and 
advocates for the common good. Saints brothers 
are taught to confront life’s deepest questions 
and to discover that their desires are not a 
problem to be solved, but a signpost pointing to 
the Divine. We help them understand that they 
are wired for God, and that anything less than 
God simply won’t do.

At the heart of it all is our Augustinian focus on 
community; this is our “secret sauce.” It’s what 
has always set us apart. We don’t just educate, we 
form a true Brotherhood. We don’t just instruct; 
we accompany. We believe that the search for 
truth must be lived out together, in friendship 
and mutual encouragement. That sense of 
belonging, purpose, and shared mission is what 

has sustained us, and it’s what so many families 
today are yearning for. 

With the election of Pope Leo, the world will 
now begin to learn our Augustinian vocabulary. 
Terms and values like community, restlessness, 
truth, unity, love, and interiority will no longer 
just be words we reflect on in our classrooms 
and chapels - they will shape the Church’s global 
witness. Hopefully, our campus (along with 
Augustinian schools around the world) can 
become magnets for faithful families looking 
for an alternative to what so often feels like 
cultural chaos and an educational system that is 
inconsistent with their own values.

As the global Church turns its gaze toward the 
insights of Augustine, our community in San 
Diego, CA stands ready to help lead the way. 
If you’re a family seeking more than just a 
high school experience - if you’re looking for 
formation, purpose, and a deeper vision of what 
education can be - we invite you to consider St. 
Augustine High School.

This is our time. This is your moment. As Pope 
Leo XIV now reminds us: the restlessness of the 
human heart is not a burden - it’s a calling.  Allow 
Saints to help you answer it.  

 
Accepting boys and  
graduating men who  
change the world.

ADVERTISEMENT

An Augustinian Pope for an Augustinian Age
What Pope Leo XIV Affirms About Our Mission at St. Augustine High School

The Southern Cross

 Pamela Rieger 
was “stunned” 
when a pregnant 

friend, a mother of two, told 
her that she was planning to 
get an abortion. 

Rieger had never given serious 
thought to the issue before and had 
fallen away from the Catholic Church 
about a decade earlier. Forty years 
later, she still regrets the way she re-
sponded when her friend solicited her 
opinion.

“I told her I would support her in 
whatever decision she made,” she 
said. “I later deeply regretted this.”

Upon returning to the Catholic 
Church, Rieger said, she “immediate-
ly” asked to be connected with her 
parish’s pro-life ministry. She began 
praying in front of the Planned Par-
enthood facility on First Avenue in 
downtown San Diego and was trained 
as a “sidewalk counselor,” offering 
pro-life resources to abortion-minded 
women in the hope of convincing them 
to choose life for their unborn child.

Rieger, now 76, has been active 
in the ministry for a little over three 
years now.

She does sidewalk counseling and 
leads the “prayer warriors” from 7:30 
to 10 a.m. every Wednesday and Fri-
day outside the downtown Planned 
Parenthood.

Rieger is currently the coordinator 
of Culture of Life Ministries at Mary 
Star of the Sea Parish in La Jolla and 
leads the 40 Days for Life campaign, 
held twice a year, outside the down-
town facility.

Held on the same dates in com-
munities around the world, 40 Days 
for Life seeks to protect the unborn 
through fasting, prayer and peaceful, 
round-the-clock prayer vigils outside 
abortion clinics.

The most recent 40 Days for Life 
campaign concluded Nov. 2. 

To others who are interested in 
standing up for the sanctity of life and 
defending the unborn, Rieger extends 
an invitation.

“I would invite them to come out 
and pray in front of the (Planned Par-
enthood) facility with me for just one 
hour,” she said. “I’d share with them 
that prayer in front of that place is so 
powerful, so impactful to the people 
walking into that facility and to those 
driving by that see us there praying, 
signs out, ready to help them, to love 
them throughout their crisis pregnan-
cy, to witness for Christ and … to let 
the mothers and fathers know that 
they and their child are loved by God, 
and by us.”

ON THE FRONT LINES: Sidewalk counselor Pamela Rieger is pictured, second from right, with 
the “prayer warriors” who gather on Fridays outside Planned Parenthood in downtown San Diego.

'Prayer in Front 
of That Place Is 
So Powerful'

Jan. 22 a Day 
of Penance  
and Prayer
The Southern Cross

 WASHINGTON 
— For Catholics 
in the United 

States, Jan. 22 is a day of 
penance and prayer in 
commemoration of the Roe 
v. Wade decision issued by 
the U.S. Supreme Court on 
that date in 1973.

The 7-2 court decision, which 
was effectively overturned in 2022, 
established a constitutional right to 
abortion.

The General Instruction of the 
Roman Missal, no. 373, states: “In all 
the dioceses of the United States of 
America, Jan. 22 … shall be observed 
as a particular day of penance for vi-
olations to the dignity of the human 
person committed through acts of 
abortion, and of prayer for the full 
restoration of the legal guarantee of 
the right to life.”

In addition to prayer, Catholics 
should perform an act of penance, 
such as abstinence from eating meat 
or fasting.
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From my fam�y 
      to a of you

Thᴇ Frᴇnᴄh 
Gᴏᴜrᴍᴇᴛ’s

Tᴇᴀᴍ
1979-2025

The French Gourmet is extending a heartfelt thanks to our 
devoted employees and our loyal clients especially those from 

the San Diego Catholic community.

It is their continued support that has been  
the foundation of our success and our ability to  

share our God-given talent with so many.

It has been my privilege and joy to have lead  
The French Gourmet over the past 46 years.

I will be happy to continue as a volunteer  
to any organization that has used our service to ensure a 

smooth transition when catering maybe needed. 

Michel Malécot 
Chef/Owner 

858-405-8646

The French Gourmet
960 Turquoise Street, San Diego, CA 92109  |  TheFrenchGourmet.com

By Denis Grasska

 What is the Epiphany of  
the Lord?

The Epiphany is a solemnity, the 
highest classification of liturgical feasts. It com-
memorates when “magi from the East” paid hom-
age to the newborn Christ child and gave him gifts 
of gold, frankincense and myrrh. These symbolic 
gifts represent Jesus’ kingship, divinity and a fore-
shadowing of his death, respectively.

When is the Epiphany celebrated?
Traditionally, Epiphany is Jan. 6. The famous 

carol “The Twelve Days of Christmas” is essentially 
a countdown from Christmas Day through Epiph-
any Eve.

But here’s where it gets tricky: Since the changes 
to the liturgical calendar after Vatican II, the Unit-
ed States and other countries have transferred the 
celebration to the first Sunday after Jan. 1, mean-
ing that it can fall anytime from Jan. 2 to 8.

This year, U.S. Catholics will celebrate Epiphany 
on Sunday, Jan. 4. Though it’s a holy day of obli-
gation, that obligation is fulfilled just by attending 
Sunday Mass.

Why is the Epiphany important?
It’s the first recorded instance of Gentiles — the 

magi were not Jewish — accepting Jesus. It can be 
seen as prefiguring how the Gentiles would be rec-
ognized as “co-heirs, members of the same body, 
and co-partners in the promise in Christ Jesus 
through the Gospel” (Eph 3:6).

Where is the Epiphany found in the Bible?
Look for it in Matthew 2:1-12. Readers will note 

that the Biblical account never gives the magi’s 
names or even says how many there were, although 
there is a tradition of Three Wise Men named Cas-
par, Melchior and Balthasar.

What are some of the ways that Epiphany is 
celebrated?

Because Epiphany was when Jesus received his 
gifts from the magi, some — especially those from 
Latin American countries — open presents on 
Epiphany instead of on Christmas.

Another tradition, also associated with Latin 
American countries, is the “Rosca de Reyes,” also 
known as a Three Kings Cake. The colorful, ring-
shaped cake, adorned with dried fruits, includes 
plastic figurines of the baby Jesus hidden inside. 
Those who find a baby in their slice are expect-
ed to bring tamales or other goodies to share on 

Candlemas, Feb. 2, the day on which the Church 
celebrates the presentation of Jesus in the Temple 
40 days after his birth.

How can you bless your home on Epiphany?
There is a beautiful tradition of blessing one’s 

home on Epiphany, using blessed chalk.
At some parishes, chalk blessed by the parish 

priest is made available for parishioners to pick up. 
(Please note that blessed chalk is a sacramental, 
like holy water or the blessed palms one receives 
on Palm Sunday. Like all sacramentals, it should be 
treated respectfully and never simply thrown away 
or tossed in with the chalk the kids use to draw in 
the driveway. You can respectfully bury it or set it 
aside for next year’s Epiphany House Blessing.)

The father of the family or head of the household 
uses the blessed chalk to mark the following inscrip-
tion on the lintel of the main door: 20+C+M+B+26

The following is just one example of a prayer 
used on this occasion, with the words recited as 
the inscription is being made:

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and 
of the Holy Spirit.

The Three Wise Men, Caspar (C), Melchior 
(M), and Balthasar (B), followed the star of 
God’s Son who became Man two thousand (20) 
and 26 (26) years ago. (+) May Christ (+) bless 
our home (+) and remain with us (+) through 
the new year.

Almighty God, incline thine ear. Bless us and 
all who are gathered here. Send thy holy angel 
who will defend us and fill with grace all who 
dwell here. Amen.

Unpacking Faith: Gifts of Epiphany
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Visit our Social Media: @SDWalkForLife  |  #SDW4L
WWW.SANDIEGOWALKFORLIFE.ORG  INFOSANDIEGOWALKFORLIFE.ORG  8584908323 

K N O W N,
C R E A T E D,

A N D  L O V E D
I N  T H E  W O M B.

Jan 24,  2026 
8:30 am to 12 pm
Water front  Park

1600 Paciic Hwy, San Diego, CA 92101

14th Annual  
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By Denis Grasska

 FALLBROOK — 
It’s a challenge 
that faces every 

Catholic school: maintaining 
and increasing enrollment.

Like other Catholic schools in the 
region, St. Peter the Apostle Catho-
lic School in Fallbrook has seen the 
size of its student population expand 
and contract over the years. And it 
has discovered successful strategies 
for keeping its enrollment numbers 
stable.

Shawna Taitano, now in her sev-
enth year as principal, knows that any 
school that grows complacent about 
enrollment does so at its own peril.

Her own vigilance has taken physi-
cal shape as a whiteboard in her office 
that shows final numbers of students, 
broken down by grade level, for each 
year that she has led the school. 

“It is constant,” she said of the effort 
to keep enrollment on track.

St. Peter the Apostle School opened 
in 1986 with kindergarten and first 
grade, adding another grade each year 
until welcoming its first eighth-grade 
class in 1993. 

In 2017, with only 125 students in 
preschool through eighth grade, the 
school was on the verge of closing, 
the principal said. It was thought that 
it would need to be subsidized by the 
parish annually at a level that was un-
sustainable.

But with concerted effort, the school 
was able to boost its enrollment and 
has remained fairly stable at around 
180 students in kindergarten through 
eighth grade over the past four years. 
By the 2021-2022 academic year, the 
school no longer needed to be subsi-
dized by the parish.

Leticia Oseguera, diocesan superin-
tendent, described St. Peter the Apos-
tle as “a small, but mighty school.” 

“It’s just a school that exudes joy,” 
she said.

It’s heartbreaking when a school 
closes, Oseguera said, but stories 
like St. Peter the Apostle School’s 
are “inspiring.”

“To see schools that might have 

been on that path (toward closing) be 
able to turn a corner and to be … now 
thriving,” she said, “I think brings a lot 
of hope to our diocese.”

Taitano, who was a teacher when 
closing St. Peter’s School was first 
contemplated, worked to cut costs. 
She and a fellow teacher took on 
combined classes, so that sixth- and 
seventh-graders would learn together 
for some courses.

A small group of parents was formed 
to help raise the struggling school’s 

profile in the local community. The 
school joined the Fallbrook Chamber 
of Commerce and participated in the 
annual Christmas Parade and Avoca-
do Festival, among other activities.

At the time Taitano took over as 
principal, the budget was so stream-
lined that the school didn’t even have 
a full-time custodian. Someone came 
in once a week to clean, she said, but 
in the interim, teachers tidied their 
own classrooms and helped to keep 
the restrooms sanitary.

“We took on a lot of jobs” to enable 
the school to remain open, she said.

Taitano, who still doubles as a math 
teacher, said that she taught “almost 
full-time” during her first two years as 
principal.

“To make the budget work,” she 
said, she taught until around 1 p.m. 
and then shifted into her administra-
tive role.

Taitano said that, when the 

WORKS OF ART: Patricia Mareschal, art teacher at St. Peter the Apostle Catholic School, works with third-graders on an art project.

BON APPETIT: Principal Shawna Taitano engages with fourth-graders during their lunch break. GOOD SPORTS: First-graders are ready for fun and fitness in their P.E. class.

‘Small, But Mighty School’
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St. Peter's Continued on Page 11
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COVID-19 pandemic began in March 
of 2020, she felt that the pandemic 
“may actually do us in.” But the oppo-
site happened.

“We were open when other schools 
weren’t,” she said, “and then people 
got here, and they stayed.”

For the 2021-2022 academic year, 
the school increased its enrollment to 
185, up from 145 the previous year.

Taitano discovered that, by keeping 
enrollment around 180 in kindergar-
ten through eighth grade, staying open 
was “very doable” — and combining 
classes was no longer necessary.

Enrollment peaked at 196 in the 
2022-2023 school year. The next two 
years, it was at 187 and 184, respec-
tively. The school currently has 178 
students.

“Our enrollment did dip a little bit 
this year,” said Taitano, “and so, we’re 
trying to work towards building that 
back up.”

Michelle Roccoforte, who has served 
on the School Advisory Council for 
three years, was a parishioner in 2017, 
when the school seemed likely to close.

“I did hear about the dilemma with 
the school,” she recalled. “It was 
something we prayed about and con-
tinue to do so.”

Regarding current enrollment fig-
ures, she said, “I would love to see it a 
bit higher.” Tuition payments from an 

additional 10 students could make “a 
huge difference” to the budget.

Jim Dubenetzky, who has been on 
the council for two years, has children 
in preschool, second grade and fifth 
grade. He said that his family arrived 
in the fall of 2022, after the school had 
already had its “COVID enrollment 
bounce.”

Though enrollment has remained 
steady since then, he said, “there’s 
absolutely more life in our community 
in the past two years versus our first 
two years.” This can be seen, he said, 
in more families attending Mass and 
other events.

Dubenetzky feels good about the 
school’s current enrollment, but said 
it’s necessary to “continue to stay up 
on it” and to work to fill any openings 
that arise, especially in lower grades.

Enrollment is “the most important 
factor to the school's financial viabil-
ity,” he said, “and it’s really important 
that we stay in front of what could be 
a vicious cycle of declining enrollment 
that leads to increased tuition that 
leads to a further enrollment decline 
as families are priced out.”

Dubenetzky said that what the 
school seeks to provide to students 
is “so much more important … than 
money, yet money is going to be the 
biggest obstacle.”

Taitano shared successful strate-
gies the school has adopted to attract 
families.

“Social media has become our 
friend,” said Taitano, who also men-
tioned flyers, postcards and efforts to 
get local newspaper coverage.

Then, there’s the main driver of the 
school’s turnaround.

“We really had to change how peo-
ple saw us in the community,” she 
said, “and so, we made a real big com-
munity presence doing service.”

Students assist at the parish food 
pantry and at three local thrift stores. 

“Our students were seen out in the 
community,” said Taitano, and that 
helped the school “to turn around how 
people viewed us.”

The school community also has in-
creased its visibility with parishioners. 
Taitano said that the first Sunday of 
most months is “School Awareness 
Sunday,” where students in their 
school uniforms “take over the Mass” 
as lectors, altar servers and choir 
members.

Taitano believes that parishioners 
“give their support (to the school) 
just a little easier,” when they see that 
the students are “really contributing,” 
that they are “part of the life of our 
parish.”

This year, the school hired a full-
time staff member to focus on brand-
ing and advertising, something that 
Taitano herself had been handling as 
best as she could.

For “Catholic Schools Week,” which 
will be observed nationwide from Jan. 
25 to 31, Taitano said the school will 
be doing “quite a bit.” Kicking off with 
an all-school Sunday Mass, the week 
will include an open house and a day 

for service projects, such as making 
lunches for migrant workers, among 
other activities.

Taitano shared some ongoing chal-
lenges to maintaining full enrollment.

“The hardest thing for me is still our 
tuition,” she said, explaining that, at 
$6,450 per year, the school currently 
has the second-lowest tuition rate in 
the diocese.

She increased it a little this year, 
but isn’t planning to raise it again next 
year, because of the possibly deleteri-
ous effect on enrollment.

Also, Taitano said, many parents in 
Fallbrook have opted to homeschool 
their children, so that they can trav-
el for months at a time during the 
academic year. She said that parents 
have asked her “numerous times” if 
their children can attend St. Peter’s 
for six weeks, be pulled out to travel 
somewhere with the family, and then 
return to school.

“I just tell them, ‘I’d love to do that; 
we aren't set up to function like that,’” 
she said.

Taitano said that the school commu-
nity also has “a pretty good percent-
age of military families,” whose need 
to relocate also impacts enrollment.

For Taitano, faith is a constant 
source of solace.

“The minute I start to worry about 
enrollment” or some other issue, she 
said, “I always remind myself, ‘Okay, 
God will take care of us. He will pro-
vide.’ And, as soon as I can let that go 
and stop trying to control, it always 
happens.”
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WORKS OF ART: Patricia Mareschal, art teacher at St. Peter the Apostle Catholic School, works with third-graders on an art project.

FOCUSED: A seventh-grader is engrossed by his work in his Science/STEM class.

St. Peter's Continued from Page 10

Catholic Schools Week
Sunday, Jan. 25, to Saturday, Jan. 31 
Schools host events for students, families and 
community members during this week, to showcase 
what makes them exceptional.
Many schools host an open house. This is a great time 
to explore a school, meet the staff and talk to school 
families. Please check the websites of Catholic schools 
of interest. 
Information about Catholic schools in San Diego-
Imperial Valley Region: sdcatholic.org/schools.

‘Small, But Mighty School’

C
H

A
R

LI
E 

N
EU

M
A

N

C
H

A
R

LI
E 

N
EU

M
A

N



12 | January 2026 THESOUTHERNCROSS.ORG The Southern Cross

By Denis Grasska

 A Jubilee Year 
pilgrimage to 
Italy can be a life-

changing experience.

“My wife and I decided to sign up 
and, boy, are we sure glad we did!” 
said William Engelbrecht, of St. Ga-
briel Parish in Poway. He was among 
the 93 people who took part in a pil-
grimage to Rome, Assisi and Orvieto, 
which was sponsored by the Diocese 
of San Diego.

Led by Bishop Michael Pham and 
Auxiliary Bishops Ramón Bejarano 
and Felipe Pulido, the group departed 
from San Diego on Oct. 27 and re-
turned home on Nov. 7.

The pilgrimage was tied to the Ju-
bilee Year, a special period held every 
25 years and dedicated to conversion 
and striving for greater holiness. This 
Holy Year began on Dec. 24, 2024, and 
will end on Jan. 6, 2026. The Jubilee 
Year theme was “Pilgrims of Hope.”

During the pilgrimage, the bishops 
celebrated Masses for the group at 
various historic churches, including 
the Basilica of St. Francis, which was 
built over his tomb in Assisi, and at St. 
Peter’s Basilica, where its namesake is 
buried.

The San Diego pilgrims walked 
through the “Holy Doors,” which are 
only open during Jubilee Years, at St. 
Peter’s Basilica, the Archbasilica of St. 

John Lateran, the Basilica of St. Mary 
Major and the Basilica of St. Paul Out-
side the Walls.

They also attended a general audi-
ence with Pope Leo XIV.

Carlos Fletes, who attends St. 

Mary’s Church in El Centro, described 
the pilgrimage as “a deeply spiritual 
and unforgettable journey, one that 
filled my heart with gratitude, faith 
and joy.”

He said that walking through the 

Holy Doors “reminded me of God’s 
endless mercy and the invitation to 
renewal that he extends to us all.”

Fletes shared that the “highlight of 

HIGHLIGHT: Participants in the Diocese of San Diego’s Jubilee Year pilgrimage to Italy had the opportunity to attend a general audience with Pope 
Leo XIV. Also pictured are Auxiliary Bishop Felipe Pulido, Bishop Michael Pham and Auxiliary Bishop Ramón Bejarano.
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‘True Journey of the Soul’ with Bishops

Pilgrims Continued on Page 13
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the pilgrimage” was “the incredible 
opportunity to meet and shake hands 
with Pope Leo and even take a group 
photo with him.”

“That moment,” he said, “will re-
main in my heart forever as a profound 
reminder of the unity and love that 
binds us as members of the Catholic 
Church.”

Fletes said, “The laughter, stories 
and prayers we (pilgrims) shared 
along the way created bonds of friend-
ship that I will cherish forever. I also 
had the joy of meeting new friends 
who, like me, were seeking to grow 
closer to God through this wonderful 
experience.”

Of the bishops, he said, “Their 
spiritual leadership, warmth and ded-
ication made this pilgrimage not just 
a journey across sacred places, but a 
true journey of the soul.”

“Who wouldn’t want to be part of a 
pilgrimage group that was led by three 
bishops?” asked KimOanh Nguyen-
Lam, of St. Vincent de Paul Parish in 
Huntington Beach, who attended with 
her husband, Kim Nguyen-Viet.

Nguyen-Lam, who resides in Orange 
County, heard about the pilgrimage 
from cousins who live in the San Diego 
Diocese.

She said that she and her husband 
had learned about Bishop Pham’s 
ongoing advocacy for immigrants and 
how he has been accompanying them 
to their court hearings.

“We were so glad and proud to hear 
a Catholic faith leader taking concrete 

actions to support the oppressed and 
marginalized people of our country,” 
she said, “and, therefore, we wanted to 
get to know him more during the trip.”

Nguyen-Lam said the promise of 
a five-day stay in Assisi was also 
something that she and her husband 
found appealing. They had already 
been to Rome three times, but had 
yet to visit Assisi.

She shared an experience at St. 
Francis’ tomb.

“When we sang the St. Francis’ 
prayer at the end of Mass, I was moved 

to tears,” she said. “Each word that we 
sang came alive, and I vowed to live 
them more truly from now on.”

Nguyen-Lam said that she forged 
bonds with her fellow pilgrims.

“I had very memorable, meaningful 
and deep conversations with several 
people with whom we still maintain 
contact after the trip,” she said.

Having just been ordained to the 
permanent diaconate in May, Deacon 
Ron Aquino said that he and his wife, 
Christine, signed up for the pilgrimage 
as “a reward to ourselves for making it 

through five-plus years of formation.”
“As a brand-new deacon, I really 

could not believe some of the places 
that I got to serve at the altar for. But 
… my personal highlight was serving 
at the altar tomb of St. Francis,” said 
Deacon Aquino, who ministers at St. 
Rose of Lima Parish in Chula Vista 
and has a longstanding devotion to St. 
Francis of Assisi.

He touched his diaconal vestments 
to the tomb and prayed that the saint, 
who was also a deacon, would inter-
cede for him in his new ministry.

A “bonus treat” was having his par-
ents on the pilgrimage with him.

He said that, by the time he was 
ordained to the diaconate, his parents 
had undergone “a reversion” to their 
Catholic faith. During the pilgrimage, 
he said, it was a joy to see his parents 
“experience these holy places and … 
these holy moments” with other peo-
ple of faith.

Engelbrecht said that he and his 
wife were “on the fence” at first about 
signing up for the pilgrimage, having 
gone on a pilgrimage to Italy a few 
years ago.

But, he said, “We came home just 
feeling so much deeper in our faith.”

He described walking through the 
Holy Doors as “an experience of a life-
time” and attending a Mass celebrated 
at the tomb of St. Peter as “an experi-
ence that's almost indescribable.”

Pilgrims Continued from Page 12

REWARDING: Newly ordained Deacon Ron Aquino said that he and his wife, Christine, saw the 
pilgrimage as “a reward to ourselves” for completing five-plus years of diaconal formation.  
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By Christina Bagaglio Slentz, Ph.D.

 “To all who read 
this, may hope fill 
your hearts!” 

So began Pope Francis’ papal bull, 
or official document, announcing the 
2025 Jubilee Year with the title “Spes 
Non Confundit” (“Hope Does Not 
Disappoint”). Its title is taken from 
Romans 5:5.

Francis quickly turns his attention 
to “all those pilgrims of hope,” whom 
he recognizes will journey to Holy 
Doors to experience a personal en-
counter with Jesus, the “‘door’ of our 
salvation.” Francis references John 
10:7-9, in which Jesus proclaims that 
he is the gate through which all will 
find pasture. 

Whether a traveler to Rome, a visitor 
to our diocesan Jubilee churches (St. 
Joseph’s Cathedral in San Diego or St. 
Margaret Mary Church in Brawley), a 
participant in a pilgrimage, or simply 
one who journeyed in prayer this year, 
you, too, have been a Jubilee Pilgrim 
of Hope, pressing on toward Jesus 
in 2025. Moreover, the good news is, 
though our Jubilee now comes to a 
close, our choice to continue to act in 
hope does not.  

Christian Hope, Creation 
as a Sign of Hope

In her article “Living as People 
of Hope: A Reflection on Season of 
Creation,” Sister Carolyn McWatters, 
RSM, contrasts our “small hopes” (I 
hope we have spaghetti tonight, I 
hope I can find a parking spot, I hope 
my team makes it to the playoffs, 
etc.) with BIG hopes (like hoping 
for peace, that none will go hungry, 
that families will live in safety, that 
our planet will be a healthy home 
for future generations). These “BIG 
hopes” are the kind “which fix our 
gaze on something much deeper and 

more future-oriented … that stir our 
souls … hopes that perhaps we would 
stake our lives on.” These “BIG hopes” 
reflect Christian hope, she explains, 
one of the three theological virtues, 
meaning they are connected to God 
and reflect our understanding of God’s 
love for us and promise that all peo-
ples and all of creation will one day be 
redeemed. 

At times, darkness can overwhelm 
our hopefulness, but creation offers 
encouragement. As we celebrate 
the Christmas season, for exam-
ple, families enjoy the beauty of an 
EVER-green Christmas tree. Unlike 
deciduous trees that lose their leaves, 
evergreens reveal life persisting even 
when the world seems barren and life-
less. Similarly, at this time of year, the 
winter solstice marks the planetary 
moment when the angle of the earth 
relative to the sun shifts, resulting in 
days increasingly filled with light. It’s 
no small coincidence that a few days 
later, the manger in the creche, empty 
throughout Advent, finally cradles the 
baby Jesus — Emmanuel, God with Us 

— surrounded by warm animals and 
illuminated by the Star of Bethlehem. 

Creation repeatedly reminds us of 
the promise of rebirth, growth and 
the opportunity to become something 
more, made possible by God’s love. 
Sister Carolyn argues that knowing we 
are so loved brings a sense of peace 
and security to our souls, boosting our 
confidence and leaving us more likely 
to take risks and attempt new things. 
Filled with hopefulness, we can be 
“steadfast in the midst of adversity.” 

What Is Your Hope  
for Creation?

A major transition in 2025 was say-
ing good-bye to Pope Francis and wel-
coming Pope Leo XIV. Shortly after 
becoming pope, Pope Leo released his 
message for the World Day of Prayer 
for the Care of Creation entitled 
“Seeds of Peace and Hope.” It echoes 
the call of Pope Francis to care for our 
common home and recognizes envi-
ronmental justice as “a duty born of 
faith.” He explains, “In a world where 
the most vulnerable of our brothers 

and sisters are the first to suffer the 
devastating effects of climate change, 
deforestation and pollution, care for 
creation becomes an expression of 
our faith and humanity.” He closes 
praying that we, the seeds planted, 
“may bring forth peace and hope” — 
a call to be steadfast in the midst of 
adversity indeed!  

Some dismissively say, “Hope is not 
a strategy,” arguing that hope alone 
cannot accomplish anything. But 
without hope, certainly nothing will be 
accomplished. This mentality reduces 
hope to simply wishing — those small 
hopes. Christian hope, on the other 
hand, is deeply rooted in a rich faith 
life and an active choice to nourish it, 
just like pilgrims who physically push 
themselves as they spiritually move 
closer and closer to Jesus. Such hope 
makes all things possible. How will 
you translate this Christian hope into 
action between now and the next Ju-
bilee? The new year is always a good 
time to start! 

WHEN IN ROME: Jubilee pilgrimage scenes in Rome show, from left, the Holy Door or “Porta Santa” at St. Maria Maggiore Basilica; a pilgrim meeting point sign in front of St. Peter’s Basilica; and people 
entering the Porta Santa into St. Peter’s Basilica.

DECORATIONS: The Vatican’s Christmas tree from South Tyrol, Itay, was carefully selected as 
part of a sustainable forest management program. 

PICTURESQUE: A winter solstice scene

Jubilee Concludes, Hope Continues

sdcatholic.org/creation
Send pictures of your family or parish illustrating Care for Creation to  
cslentz@sdcatholic.org. We will post them on our Facebook and Instagram accounts.
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The ‘Embrace’ 
Warms Hearts 
In Valley
By Roman Flores

 EL CENTRO — 
The lively faces 
of families lit up 

as children took their best 
swings at a piñata or waited 
in line for a photo with Santa. 

Grandmothers excitedly grabbed 
large boxes of Tonka trucks or walked 
away escorting their newly won bi-
cycle to fulfill their grandchildren’s 
Christmas wish. This was the scene at 
Our Lady of the Valley’s annual event 
“The Embrace.” 

The celebration, held Dec. 13, 
brought together the Catholic com-
munity of El Centro and supporting 
organizations and donors to offer a 
Christmas-themed event for needy 
families. They received food, wrapped 
gifts, raffle prizes and more, said Am-
ber Enriquez, who served as the event’s 
coordinator for a second year in a row.

She said more than 120 volunteers 
turned out. In the Children’s Activities 
Room, for instance, they ran arts and 
crafts, games and more to keep chil-
dren entertained while their parents 
“shopped” for free gifts and got them 
wrapped at the St. Mary Parish Center. 

“Every year, we see the attendance 
grow, and that is because of word of 
mouth — one family shows up and 
sees we provide everything for free, 
and they tell others who later show 
up,” said Lupita Moreno-Perez, who 
coordinated the activities room.

Enriquez said The Embrace “brings 
joy and spreads the love of Christ.”

Holy Land Pilgrimages
With Franciscan Fr. Mario DiCicco

April 18-29, 2026 
Optional Extension to Cairo, Egypt

September  5-16, 2026
Fr. Mario, who holds a PhD in New Testament, has been leading pilgrimages  

to the Holy Land for 50 years and has lived there with his Franciscan Brothers who 
have been ministering in the Holy Land for 800 years.  

For Details and Pricing: FrMarioTours.weebly.com

Franciscan Fr. Mario DiCicco

 
Religious of the Sacred Heart offer year-round directed and private retreats, 

including the 30-day Spiritual Exercises and Self-Directed Sabbaticals.   
We are one and a half blocks from the ocean in comfortable townhouses  

with large private rooms with baths.  

Our silent retreat center in naturally beautiful environs invites  
relaxation and prayer.

Visit our website for retreats and spiritual direction.

Spiritual Ministry CenterSpiritual Ministry Center

4822 Del Mar Avenue, San Diego, CA  92107 • (619) 224-9444 • spiritmin@rscj.org

spiritmin.org

ATTENTION ADVERTISERS —We appreciate your business. However, errors sometimes occur. Please read 
your ad the first day it runs. If you should find a mistake in your ad, please let us know right away, by calling 
(858) 490-8266. We’ll be happy to make the necessary changes. Tearsheets are provided upon request. 

LIMITS OF LIABILITY — The Southern Cross assumes no financial responsibility for errors or omissions of 
copy. It is the advertiser’s responsibility to read ad proofs before publication and notify us of any errors. We 
reserve the right to adjust in full any error for which we are responsible by publishing a corrected insertion. 
Requests for adjustments must be made within 30 days of ad publication. All copy must be approved by the 
newspaper, which reserves the right to request changes or reject an ad. Publisher reserves the right to cancel 
any ad at any time. All advertising is subject to credit approval.

SPECIALIZING IN:  
• Anxiety and Depression    
• Parenting       
• Bereavement and Loss      
• Marriage & Family 
  Relationships

Mary L Hill  
MA LMFT (Lic. # 83383) 

maryleehillmft@gmail.com 
www.maryleehillmft.com  

1650 Linda Vista Dr. Ste. 210, 
San Marcos, CA 92078760-687-9883

BILINGUAL  
PSYCHOTHERAPY

Based in the Catholic Faith 
Sliding fee scale, and various insurances accepted.

ESPECIALIDADES:   
• Depresión y Ansiedad    
• Crianza de los Hijos     
• Duelo y Pérdidas      
• Relaciones 
  Matrimoniales y de 
  Familia

Mary L Hill  
MA LMFT (Lic. # 83383) 

maryleehillmft@gmail.com 
www.maryleehillmft.com  

1650 Linda Vista Dr. Ste. 210, 
San Marcos, CA 92078760-687-9883

PSICOTERAPIA 
BILINGÜE

basada en la fe Católica 
Se aceptan varios seguros médicos y escala proporcional.

O’CONNOR’S 
CHURCH SUPPLY & GIFTS

Shop with Us Today

Shop online at www.OConnorsChurchSupply.com
4780 Mission Gorge Place San Diego, CA 92120  |  619-283-2306 

CHURCH GOODS & RELIGIOUS ARTICLES
Rosaries • Jewelry • Books • First Communion Gifts 
Baptism Gifts • Statues • Art • Holy Cards • Icons  

Vestments • Chalices • Ciboria • Mass Kits • Candles
And much more.

See story and photo gallery 
at thesoutherncross.org/
embrace2025.
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The Southern Cross

 A high school proved 
the perfect backdrop 
for men and women, 

ages 18 to 39, to learn about a 
vocation at the diocese.

They turned out to Mater Dei Cath-
olic High School on a stormy day, Sat-
urday, Nov. 15, to hear from priests 
and religious women about what a 
vocation is, either in the priesthood or 
religious life or in marriage and fami-
ly life. The speakers included Father 
Marc Gandolfo, the diocese’s director 
of Priestly Vocations; Sister Katia 

Chávez, SJS, the vocations director 
of the Sister Servants of the Blessed 
Sacrament; and Deacon Oscar Pare-
des and his wife, Patricia. 

The men and women chatted in 
breakout sessions, talked informally 
with priests and religious women and 
participated in a Holy Hour of Adora-
tion, all exploring the day’s theme, “How 
do I know what is God’s plan for me?”

The day ended with a fun volleyball 
tournament, which pitted seminarians 
against young adult males and young 
women against consecrated women 
religious. 

Visit sdcatholic.org/vocations for 
more information.

A Day to Ask: What Is God’s Plan for Me?

ENCOUNTER: Father Christopher Nguyen, SJ, talked to participants at the Vocations Day.

AT PLAY: Participants in the Diocesan Vocations Day volleyball tournament played against Sister Servants of the Blessed Sacrament on Nov. 15 in Mater Dei Catholic High School’s gym. 
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 We get a better, 
more expansive 
view of the 

landscape when we climb to 
a mountain’s summit. 

The same happens when we ap-
proach the hour of our death, when we 
recognize what truly matters in life.

A new year invites us to set goals 
to improve our lives. At this time, 
I’m reminded of the work of a nurse, 
known as Laura M., who logged some 
300 conversations with people before 
they died. By analyzing their words, 
she identified seven themes of what 
really matters in life. Generally speak-
ing, people didn’t fear death, rather 
not having really lived.

These were the wise lessons these 
patients shared as they tumbled be-
tween life and death.

“I should have loved more … 
and in a different way.” We won the 
fight, but we lost a relationship. At the 
end, no one lamented not having been 
stronger, rather not having been more 
tender, more loving. They realized 
that love is not a secondary project; 
it’s the essential project of life, it’s 
what we yearn for and search for, it’s 
what fills us. “In the twilight of life, we 
will be judged on love,” as St. John of 
the Cross once said.

“I waited to be happy until later 
… and later never arrived.” Joy, 
happiness and eternity are experi-

enced in the present, without the con-
tamination of the past, nor the anxiety 
of the future. Every instant is filled 
with possibilities that we postpone. 
What we did not do in the here and 
now is gone.

“Forgiveness freed me more 
than oxygen.” Hate does not punish 
others; it poisons our life.

“The best things in life were 
free, and I was too busy to notice.” 
Strolling in the park, eating ice cream 
with the kids, walking on the sand, 
smelling a rose, lending a hand … we 
forget about “being” by “doing.” We 
confuse being busy with being alive.

“Regret is the heaviest burden 
to carry.” The memory of what 
should have been done and was not is 
one of the greatest pains that we can 
experience. Painkillers do not work in 
this emotional space.

“Presence is the greatest gift 
that we can give.” To see and be 
with another, to hear him or her, to 
lend a hand, to extend an embrace are 
contemporary luxuries. Distraction is 
the modern sickness of life.

“Peace comes when you stop 
pretending.” We spend a big chunk 
of our lives pretending, acting to be 
accepted and recognized, but when 
our bodies weaken, our masks fall off. 
In frailty, we discover our authentic 
self, the truth of what we are, and that 
acceptance frees us and returns us to 
peace, the oxygen of the soul.

Death does not come to steal our 
lives, but to remind us of their fragil-
ity and to teach us to love without a 
moment’s delay … That is what truly 
matters.

Ricardo Márquez can be reached at 
marquez_muskus@yahoo.com.

Columnist

Ricardo  
Márquez
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What Matters  
Most in Life

NAZARETH 
HOUSE

ASSISTED LIVING COMMUNITY

Newly Remodeled!

• Daily Mass
• Delicious Meals
• Quality Care with  

24 hrs. Licensed Nurses
• Private Living Spaces 

with Scenic Patio Views 

• Engaging Activities  
in a Welcoming  
Social Environment

• Beauty Salon
• Library

For information and to 
schedule a tour contact:

Amber Zendejas
DIRECTOR OF ADMISSION

Amber@NazarethHouseSD.org
619-563-0480

Scan for a  
Virtual Tour

INDEPENDENT LIVING   |   ASSISTED LIVING   |   HOSPICE CARE

NazarethHouseSD.org
6333 Rancho Mission Rd, San Diego, CA 92108
Lic # 372000400

OUR LADY OF GUADALUPE PARISH (CALEXICO)

GOOD SHEPHERD PARISH (MIRA MESA)

MISSION SAN LUIS  REY (OCEANSIDE)

ST.  CHARLES PARISH ( IMPERIAL BEACH)

ST.  P IUS X  PARISH (CHULA VISTA)

ST.  D IDACUS PARISH (SAN DIEGO)

ST.  MARTIN OF TOURS PARISH (LA MESA)

OUR LADY OF THE ROSARY PARISH (SAN DIEGO)

SAN DIEGO WALK FOR L IFE  (WATERFRONT PARK)

S T A R T S  A T  O U R  L A D Y  O F  G U A D A L U P E  P A R I S H ,  C A L E X I C O ,

A N D  E N D S  A T  T H E  S A N  D I E G O  W A L K  F O R  L I F E

W A T E R F R O N T  P A R K  
( 1 6 0 0  P A C I F I C  H I G H W A Y ,  S A N  D I E G O ,  C A  9 2 1 0 1 )

M U L T I C U L T U R A L

N O V E N A  F O R  L I F E
JAN 16 -24 ,  2026

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

SPANISH

MULTILINGUAL

MULTILINGUAL

ENGLISH/SPANISH

ENGLISH/SPANISH

ENGLISH

ENGLISH

ENGLISH/ ITALIAN

MULTILINGUAL

JANUARY
7:30 AM

9:00  AM

9:00  AM

8:00  AM

8:00  AM

9:00  AM

9:00  AM

8:00  AM

7:45  AM

IN PERSON OR BY ZOOM
Meeting ID: SDWalk4Life 

Passcode: loved
FOR INFORMATION, CONTACT ARMANDO MENA 

AMERICANAZTEC@SBCGLOBAL.NET OR (760) 213-1535
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Pre-Order $30 Each
Price includes $5 shipping.

Mail Orders: Catholic Directory, P.O. Box 81869, San Diego, CA 92138-1869

Name: __________________________________________________________________________

Address: ________________________________________________________________________

Please send me the following copies of the 2026 Catholic Directory #_______

METHOD OF PAYMENT: 

   Check Enclosed (make check  
payable to Catholic Directory)

  Credit/Debit Card Payment  
thesoutherncross.org/ 
order-our-catholic-directory 
or contact Donna Lightsey at 
dlightsey@sdcatholic.org  
or 858-490-8266

2026 CATHOLIC DIRECTORY

ORDER 
TODAY

Share One with Your  
Family & Friends

We deeply appreciate our  
loyal advertisers.  

With their support we are  
able to distribute the  

directory for free to all our  
priests, deacons and women religious. 

Please keep them in mind in your future purchases.

INTO THY HANDS, O Lord, we commend the spirits of these beloved ones who are gone before 
us into the realm of thy eternal happiness and peace.   AMEN

Since 1920

 
 

5027 El Cajon Blvd.
San Diego’s Leading 

Catholic Funeral Directors
FD LIC #790

 (619) 582-1700
goodbodymortuary.com

Receive Free Information with No Obligation  by Contacting Us.

SD Diocese Generously Donated 
to Gaza Relief

The bishops of San Diego recent-
ly expressed appreciation for “the 
generosity and support from all the 
faithful who contributed to the emer-
gency relief efforts in Gaza through 
aid provided by Catholic Near East 
Welfare Association and Catholic Re-
lief Services.”

“Thanks to you, the Diocese of San 
Diego was able to raise $88,475.58,” 
the Office of the Bishops said in its 
message.

The U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops asked all dioceses and par-
ishes to participate in the special 
collection, which was to be taken up 
during any of the first three weekends 
of September, to provide humanitari-
an relief and pastoral support in Gaza 
and surrounding areas.

Dr. King Call to Service  
Mass on Jan. 18

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., dedicat-
ed his life and work to the service of 
others, tirelessly working as a pastor 
and civil rights leader.

The diocese will pay tribute to his 
call to service in a special Mass, to be 
held on the Sunday, Jan. 18, before the 
national Martin Luther King, Jr. Day.

The entire community is invited to 
attend the Mass, to be celebrated by 
Auxiliary Bishop Felipe Pulido at 10 
a.m. at St. Rita Catholic Church, at 
5124 Churchward St., in San Diego.

Deacon Marvin Threatt, a long-time 
leader in the African American Catho-
lic community, will deliver the homily.

The Diocesan Commission for Afri-
can American Catholics is organizing 
this Mass. For more information, con-
tact Alejandra Diaz at (858) 490-8206 
or adiaz@sdcatholic.org.

Ecumenical Service  
to Be Held Jan. 21

POWAY — “Light from Light for 
Light,” an ecumenical worship service, 
will be held at 7 p.m., Wednesday, Jan. 
21, at St. Gabriel Parish in Poway.

Co-sponsored by the diocesan 
Office for Ecumenical and Interre-
ligious Affairs, the event will take 
place during the Week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity, observed from Jan. 18 
to 25. It will include a prayer service 
created in collaboration between the 
World Council of Churches and the 
Roman Catholic Church. 

This year, unique elements of the 
service come from the Armenian 
Apostolic Church’s liturgical rites. A 
candle-lighting ceremony will signify 
the light of Christ, which unites Chris-
tians of various traditions in the unity 
of faith in Christ. 

The event will include representa-
tives from several Christian traditions.  
All are welcome, and admission is free.

Pastoral Center Hosting  
‘Couple Talk’

“Couple Talk” is a marriage-
enrichment workshop series that 
focuses on helping couples develop 
research-proven skills for healthy com-
munication and conflict resolution.

Sessions are fun, interactive, and 
include a lot of practice time together. 
They are also free, with no charge for 
workbooks and childcare.

“Couple Talk” will be held from 6:30 
to 8:30 p.m., Tuesday nights, Jan. 20 
to Feb. 24, at the diocesan Pastoral 
Center. Couples who attend all of the 
sessions will receive a $100 gift card.

For more information, call (858) 
490-8256 or email jprust@sdcatholic.
org. Couples can register at  
usrelationships.org/diocesesd.

Rachel’s Hope Offering After-
Abortion Healing

ESCONDIDO — The Rachel’s Hope 
ministry is offering a healing retreat for 
Catholic and Catholic-friendly women 
who seek healing from abortion.

It will be held from Friday, Jan. 30, 
to Sunday, Feb. 1, at St. Mary Parish 
in Escondido. Confidentiality will be 
maintained for all participants.

The cost to attend is $130; partial 
scholarships are available. Group size 
is limited.

For information or to register, vis-
it RachelsHope.org or call or text  
Andrea Finch at (619) 244-5021.  

‘Mass of Hope’ for Those 
Affected by Cancer

The 16th annual Mass of Hope, 
organized by the St. Gregory Family 
Cancer Support Ministry, will be cele-

brated at 10 a.m., Saturday, Jan. 31, at 
St. Gregory Parish in Scripps Ranch.

The Mass, which will be followed by 
a reception in the parish hall, is open 
to everyone in the diocese, especially 
those who have been affected in any 
way by cancer or another serious illness.

The anointing of the sick will be ad-
ministered.

Mass-goers can honor loved ones by 
setting a candle by the altar, writing a 
prayer petition, or submitting a photo 
for display. Photos must be dropped 
off at the church office by Friday, Jan. 
30. Written prayer petitions should be 
placed in the designated basket be-
fore Mass. For more information, call 
(858) 653-3540.

Ladies Guild Holding  
Annual Fundraiser

The Village Ladies Guild of Father 
Joe’s Villages will hold its annual fund-
raiser from 10:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m., 
Monday, Feb. 16, at The Dana on Mis-
sion Bay.

The Ladies Guild provides funds 
and assistance for homeless children 
living at Father Joes Villages.

The fundraiser’s theme is “Parsley, 
Sage, Rosemary and Thyme: A Cel-
ebration of American Folk Music.” 
The event will feature a three-course 
lunch with entertainment by the Mo-
cha Tones.

An online silent auction will run 
from noon on Friday, Feb. 6, to 12:30 
p.m., Feb. 16. The cost to attend the 
fundraiser is $70 per person.  RSVP by 
Feb. 6. For information or to register, 
email blanex@aol.com.

 �News Briefs

Briefs Continued on Page 19



 The Southern Cross THESOUTHERNCROSS.ORG January 2026 | 19 

Retreat Promises ‘Time of Mercy’ 
After Abortion

Rachel’s Vineyard will hold a Catho-
lic, post-abortion healing retreat from 
March 13 to 15.

Titled “A Time for Mercy,” the retreat 
promises a place to renew, rebuild and 
redeem hearts broken by abortion.

Retreats are confidential and 
non-judgmental, offered in the Catho-
lic tradition. They are open to women 
and men wounded by abortion.

Register early, as space is limited. 
Registrations will only be accepted 
through Tuesday, Jan. 13.

Registration and inquiries are strict-
ly confidential. For more information, 
visit atimeformercy.org, call (951) 
325-7702 or email RVTemecula@ 
verizon.net or RVDirTem@gmail.com.

Mass to Be Offered for  
Souls in Purgatory

OCEANSIDE — A Mass is being of-
fered every month for the Holy Souls 

in Purgatory.
It is held on the third Thursday of 

each month at St. Margaret Parish in 
Oceanside. Many priests have come to 
celebrate Mass for souls in Purgatory.

This marks the first time that North 
County has had a regularly scheduled 
Mass for the Purgatory Society.

Eucharistic adoration and con-
fessions are at 5 p.m., with Mass at 
6 p.m., followed by the rosary and 
Divine Mercy Chaplet. For more infor-
mation, contact St. Margaret Parish at 
(760) 941-5560.

Ministry Offers Practical  
Tools for Newly Married

“T(w)o Become One: Marriage 
Mystagogy,” a ministry for newly mar-
ried couples, meets on the first Thurs-
day of each month for fellowship and 
practical, hands-on tools to help cou-
ples in their marriage.

For more information, email  
jprust@sdcatholic.org or call (858) 
490-8256.

Stay informed on the Catholic Community in 
San Diego & Imperial Counties for 

ONLY $15 A YEAR!

858.490.8266
OR SUBSCRIBE ONLINE AT

thesoutherncross.org

*Current subscribers excluded, one per household.

MONTHS
FREE6Am I Called?Am I Called?

Do I think  
about being  
a Brother,  
Sister or Priest?

Does the idea  
come to me often?

Does the idea  
scare me?

I SHOULD CONTACT

Fr. Marc Gandolfo
858.490.8382

mgandolfo@sdcatholic.org

Sr. Kathy Warren
858.490.8289

kwarren@sdcatholic.org

SPONSORED BY:
San Diego Serra Club – North Coast

northcoast.serrasandiego.org

Briefs Continued from Page 18

The Office of the Bishop has announced the appointments of:

Father Lauro Minimo as canonical pastor of St. Adelaide of Burgundy 
Parish, Campo, and Mission St. Mary Magdalene, Jacumba, effective imme-
diately. (Deacon Fred Thornton was appointed pastoral administrator, effec-
tive Nov. 24, 2025.)

With the permission of his prior provincial, Dominican Father William 
Marquis as associate pastor of St. Elizabeth Seton Parish, Carlsbad, effec-
tive Dec. 12, 2025.  

 �Priest Assignments

NEW YORK — Twenty-four children from Catholic schools and parish reli-
gious education programs nationwide, including one from the Diocese of San 
Diego, are winners in the Missionary Childhood Association’s (MCA) annual 
Christmas Artwork Contest.

This year’s grand-prize winners were a student in the Archdiocese of Los 
Angeles and a student in the Diocese of Fort Worth, Texas.

Drake Danao, a sixth-grader at St. Pius X School in Chula Vista, was among 
the 24 national winners. His artwork depicts an angel proclaiming to a shep-
herd the good news of Jesus’ birth.

“Children understand the Gospel in a wonderful, pure and direct way,” said 
MCA National Director Alixandra Holden, explaining how the contest helps 
form the missionary heart of young Catholics. 

“In this Jubilee of Hope,” she said, “their creativity reminds all of us that 
mission begins with a heart turned toward Christ and open to the world.”

Local Student's 
Artwork Honored
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Donate at  
Neighbor.org

More Than  
a Meal

Nutritious meals not only ease hunger—they restore 

health and hope. At Father Joe’s Villages, meals are 

just the beginning. With wraparound services including 

shelter, comprehensive medical and behavioral health 

care, mental health support, childcare, job training, 

and employment assistance, we empower individuals 

and families to move beyond homelessness and build 

brighter futures.

At Father Joe’s Villages, 
every meal we serve is a step 
toward a brighter tomorrow.


