Sister Cecilia LaPietra, OP

Dominican Sister of Sparkill, NY
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The need was close to home, close to Dominican Convent in Sparkill, New York.  Immigrants who farmed, raised families and sought an education.  Sister Cecilia La Pietra decided to begin a program in a part of the convent where she lived.  Many seeking to learn came and their numbers were so great that Cecilia  had to look for a larger, convenient space. She and the teachers moved to the site of a former summer camp where cabins provided space for the children.  Marydell is still home to One to One Learning at the foot of beautiful Hook  Mountain.  Other Sisters and neighbors joined her, so that today these volunteers number about fifty.
In the intervening years, over three thousand students have graduated from the One to One Learning program.  Now transportation is provided; a program for children is conducted while parents are in classes.  The groups are small, about eight to a class,  so that all can practice speaking English.  They’re also able to build bridges of understanding among themselves.
Other services are provided: food and clothing are distributed, job placement is available, and immigration counseling and housing information are provided.  Some of the staff enable students to connect to social services like Head Start, to health services and provide aid in obtaining insurance.
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Because of the need for just immigration laws providing family unity and prevention of violence against immigrants, students and teachers have demonstrated locally and in other parts of New York State.  They have also composed and sent letters fo the President in which they shared their stories of coming and living in the land of the free.
All of this began in 1996 when Cecilia was searching for a parish social ministry for Spanish-speaking Catholics.  To assist in this ministry she learned that newcomers from El Salvador had preached in their country.  It was thus that a vibrant  community of Catholic immigrants began to celebrate meaningful liturgies.
“Si se puede”is a rallying cry to carry out the meaning of democracy right here, right now.
