
Juan Diego was born in Mexico in the year 
1474. Cared for by his uncle from the age 
of three, Juan Diego was raised as an Aztec 
pagan.

When a group of 12 Franciscan missionar-
ies arrived in Mexico, Juan Diego, then in 
his fifties, converted to Catholicism and 
became very devout. On December 9, 1531, 
Juan Diego was stopped on his way to Mass 
by a radiant woman who claimed to be the 
Mother of God.

Mary asked Juan Diego to find the local 
bishop and ask him to build a chapel in her 
honor on Tepeyac Hill, the site of a former 
pagan temple. Juan Diego approached the 
bishop but was firmly dismissed.

When the Virgin appeared again, Juan 
Diego was forced to confess his failure. He 
asked her to find someone more important 
to do the job. Mary insisted he was the man 
she wanted and asked him to try again.

Juan Diego was granted a second interview 
with the Bishop who asked for proof the 
apparition was from God. Mary appeared 
again, asking Juan Diego to climb the rocky 
mountainside. On arriving, he found red 
roses abundantly blooming in the harsh 
December cold.

Juan Diego collected the roses, and Mary 
arranged the flowers within his cloak. This 
was to be his sign to the bishop. On meet-
ing the bishop again, Juan Diego opened 
his cloak. As the roses spilled out, the 
bishop was presented with a miraculous 
image of the Virgin Mary imprinted on the 
flower-filled tilma.

The bishop first kept Juan Diego’s im-
printed cloak in his private chapel but put 
it on public display the next year, when the 
church on Tepeyac Hill was completed. The 
church was named Our Lady of Guadalupe, 
as Mary had asked. The imprinted cloak has 
remained perfectly preserved from 1531 to 
present times and is on view at “Basilica of 
Guadalupe,” one of the world’s most-visited 
Catholic shrines.

As for Juan Diego, he moved into a little 
hermitage near the church, remaining 
there until his death in 1548. In 2002, Juan 
Diego was canonized the first saint of the 
Americas and its indigenous people. The 
feast day of Saint Juan Diego and Our Lady 
of Guadalupe is celebrated on December 9, 
the day Juan Diego died and also the day 
he first encountered the Virgin. 

At San Juan Diego Academy, it is our tradi-
tion to say “thank you for roses in winter.” It 
is a meaningful reference to the miracle of 
finding evidence of God’s caring, present in 
the harshest times and also a reminder that 
we are called to be that miracle to others, at 
Christmas and all through the year.

WINTER 2017

Serving Cathedral of St. Andrew, Holy Name of Jesus, St. Joseph the Worker, St. Mary, Shrine of St. Francis Xavier & Our Lady of Guadalupe, Our Lady of Sorrows

In partnership with family, parish and the greater community, San Juan Diego Academy educates, mentors and inspires Latino children  
to achieve academic excellence and live their Catholic faith. SJDA graduates become cross-culturally competent servant leaders who  

positively influence our Church, community and the diverse global economy.

K-8 Grades
1650 Godfrey Ave., Wyoming, Michigan  49509    |    Main Office   (616) 243-1126    |    Development Office (616)  818-8121

Jesus’s love and saving grace shine bright as the Star of Bethlehem at Christmastime.   
But, why does the season also cast a warm glow on our school’s patron, Saint Juan Diego?

A generous grant from the Jandernoa Foundation will change the way math is taught 
at San Juan Diego Academy. Many SJDA students already study advanced math at Catholic 
Central, but the Jandernoa grant could spur interest - and acumen - in the subject even further. 
SJDA instructor, Molly Pelak (pictured lower right), who holds specialized math endorsements, 
recommended the purchase of Math Expressions Common Core, a meticulously researched 
program based on a ten-year study by the National Science Foundation and proven to be 
effective in raising student achievement. Budget constraints would have put the curriculum 
purchase off for several years, until the Jandernoa Foundation stepped in. The $30,000 grant 
makes Math Expressions available to all grades, K-8, and funds teacher training for more effec-
tive classroom use.
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Find us on Facebook at  www.Facebook.com/SJDAcademy.   Watch for updates at www.sanjuandiegoacademy.com.

From July 1 to December 9, 2016,  hundreds of individuals and organizations contributed to making a Catholic education affordable and accessible 
to Latino children from the Grandville Corridor and surrounding neighborhoods. Space does not allow us to acknowledge everyone who supports 
this “mission next door” but know you are held in our prayers and gratitude. Thank You

Seventh-grader Yareli Paulina and 
second-grader Yurilia Yovana are sisters, 
but experiences they can barely speak of 
have created a bond deeper than DNA. 
Just months ago, the girls, along with their 
mother and a sickly infant brother, left their 
isolated farming village in Tacaná, Guatemala 
to take refuge in the United States. At the 
border, mom, Etelvina Velasquez, was 
approved to take her children to Grand 
Rapids where they now live with relatives 
above a Guatemalan grocery store on 
Grandville Avenue. Yareli and Yurilia are a 
rarity at San Juan Diego Academy where 98 
percent of the 210 students were born in the 

United States. The sisters, on the other hand, 
have zero exposure to the developed world 
or its English-speaking demands. Etelvina 
says they made the hazardous journey by 
foot through hazardous terrain in order to 
have a better life with more opportunities. 
But, according to the NY Times in November 
2016, “Interviews with migrants and their 
advocates suggest that families are fleeing 
because they have no alternative. Gangs 
in certain communities in [Guatemala, 
Honduras, and El Salvador] have become so 
merciless, and their control so widespread, 
that a family is often left with a stark choice: 
Comply, flee or die.” Data published last year 
by the Asylum Division of the US Citizenship 
and Immigration Service shows 88 percent 
of women, like Etelvina, are released at the 
border after having passed an initial “credible 
fear interview.” Passing the exam suggests 
the person has faced violence, torture, 
kidnapping or child slave trade threats, 
government land grabs or gang persecution. 
Home in Grand Rapids, the Velasquez family 
gives thanks for being welcomed by both 

relatives and Holy Name of Jesus Church, 
where they are now parishioners. At SJDA, 
the girls are learning English and teachers 
hope they will, in time, come to terms with 
the circumstances that, for now, have left 
them fearful and vulnerable as they wait for 
their father and elder brother to join them.. 

Five San Juan Diego Academy graduates 
contributed to Catholic Central High 
School boys’ soccer team’s first-ever state 
championship win. Team Captain Fernando 
Garcia #7, Emmanuel Aguirre #16, Leo Garcia 
#15, Ulysses Campos #10 and Jorge Lopez 
(not pictured) played a tough winning team 
in a 1-0 defeat over Flint Powers Catholic. Way 
to go, guys!

Once again, nearly a dozen SJDA graduates were named to the Catholic Central and West Catholic Honor Roll this past semester.   
Here’s what some the new honorees have to say:

“I have had to change my 
mindset to work harder 
to make the honor roll. It’s 
exciting because I am starting 
to receive recruiting letters 
from colleges. I hope to take 
AP classes next year, my senior 
year. I will need to have top 

grades to get scholarships because I hope to 
attend university out-of-state.”  

Celeste Muñoz, 11th grade, Catholic Central.

“I have had to learn good 
time management skills with 
balancing school and soccer. I 
make use of my time in study 
hall and get started on my 
homework as soon as I get 
home from practice at night. 
I want to focus on getting a 

good GPA now so I can get into a good college.”

Emmanuel Aguirre-Mungarro,  
11th grade, Catholic Central

“Making the honor roll 
requires paying attention, not 
slacking off, working hard and 
trying your best. I do think, 
however, that the honor roll 
should be awarded to students 
based on giving their best 
effort, not just attaining a 

certain grade level. Honor Roll is something that 
should be within the grasp of every student, if 
they just work hard and care.”

Charles Cortez, 10th grade, West Catholic


