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TOPIC:  CITIZEN OF THE YEAR 2020 
 
SUBJECT:  RESOLUTION OF APPRECIATION TO RECIPIENT OF THE RICHARD P. 

O’BRIEN AND MARY FERRARIO O’BRIEN CITIZEN OF THE YEAR AWARD - 
2020 

  
RECOMMENDATION:  Adopt Resolution of Appreciation 

BACKGROUND: In March 2001, J. Michael Mahoney established an endowment in honor of 
former Planning Commissioner Richard O’Brien and his wife, Mary Ferrario O’Brien. The 
endowment funds an annual “Citizen of the Year” award. The purpose of this award is to 
recognize an individual in the San Rafael community who has made exceptional contributions 
to the City, making it a better place to live or work. In addition to public recognition, the 
endowment provides a cash award to the recipient. 
 
In September 2001, the City Council adopted procedures for the “Citizen of the Year” award 
program and process. The procedures include the appointment of a Section Committee to review 
nominations from the public and recommend an award recipient to the City Council. The 
Selection Committee includes two City Council members, two Planning Commissioners, a 
member of the O’Brien family, a representative from the San Rafael Chamber of Commerce, 
and neighborhood community representatives (e.g., Federation of San Rafael Neighborhoods).   
 
The call for nominations was initiated in November 2019. Once the current year nominations 
have been submitted, they are reviewed along with the nominations submitted over the past 
three years (in this case 2017, 2018 and 2019). Last year’s Citizen of the Year recipient (Jeff 
Craemer – 2019) was eliminated from the pool of eligible candidates. 
 
This year, a total of 19 candidates were considered. Of this total, 16 nominations were submitted 
for five nominees this year and 14 were carried over from the past three years. On January 30, 
2020, the Selection Committee met to review and consider the nominations. The Committee 
selected the Dominican Sisters as the twentieth recipient of the award. 
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As summarized in the attached Resolution and nomination materials, The Dominican Sisters 
were selected as Citizen of the Year due to their impact on the community in the areas of 
education, social justice and health care. For many years in San Rafael they, and the college 
that they started and fostered, have been an unparalleled asset for our growing City. They have 
provided a beautiful campus atmosphere centered in a residential area, attracting students from 
around the world. They have shared their campus and resources with the public at large. Their 
involvement in social justice issues from immigration to affordable housing to advocating on 
behalf of the most vulnerable in our community has been a beacon of inspiration and hope for 
all. The Sisters spent nearly two years pursuing the Yellow Hallway at Lourdes Convent project, 
attending all City meetings and meeting with neighbors, spending their own funds to remodel 
and bring the Convent wing into compliance with Code requirements, in order to welcome two 
previously homeless families under their Dominican roof. The Sisters’ collective 
accomplishments and their quiet determination has bettered not only our community but also 
everyone they have touched, which has earned them the receipt of the City of San Rafael’s 
Citizen of the Year Award for 2020. 
 
If approved by the City Council, the Dominican Sisters will be recognized at this year’s State of 
the City Dinner, which is scheduled for Thursday, April 3, 2020. 
 
COMMUNITY OUTREACH: The call for nominations for Citizen of the Year was advertised in 
Snapshot (the City Manager’s e-newsletter), the City website, NextDoor social media, and with 
neighborhood associations. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT: As the Citizen of the Year Award program is privately funded, there is no 
financial impact to the City of San Rafael. However, the recipient of this award receives a check 
in the amount of $2,500 from the Richard P. O’Brien and Mary Ferrario O’Brien Citizen of the 
Year Fund, which is administered by the Marin Community Foundation.  
 
OPTIONS:   

1. Adopt the Resolution of Appreciation conferring the Citizen of the Year Award to the 
Dominican Sisters  

2. Return the recommendation to the Selection Committee for reconsideration. 
 
RECOMMENDED ACTION: Adopt the Resolution of Appreciation. 
 
ATTACHMENTS:   

1. Resolution of Appreciation  
2. Nomination materials for the Dominican Sisters 

 



 

 
 

City of San Rafael 
Richard P. O’Brien and Mary Ferrario O’Brien 

Citizen of the Year Award 
Presented to 

The Dominican Sisters 

WHEREAS, The Dominican Sisters of San Rafael have had an unparalleled impact on the 

community in the areas of education, social justice and health care. For more than 100 

years, the Sisters have provided uncompromising leadership in the community through 

their extensive education mission at Dominican University, The Garden School, San 

Domenico School, and the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute for individuals over 50 

years of age, providing an educational world with a variety of courses to meet the 

inquiring minds of many of our community members; and 

WHEREAS, The Sisters’ dedication to the local community and the world at large is unsurpassed. 

For many years in San Rafael they, and the college that they started and fostered, have 

been an unparalleled asset for our growing City. They have provided a beautiful 

campus atmosphere centered in a residential area, attracting students from around the 

world. They have shared their campus and resources with the public at large. Angelica 

Hall provides a wonderful venue for guest speakers and authors to talk to hundreds of 

local residents. The Santa Sabina Center is a unique sanctuary in Marin where people 

of all beliefs and cultural backgrounds can find sacred space and contemplative quiet. 

The Sisters share this space with others for retreats, musical programs, conferences, 

private study and reflection, etc.; and  

 

WHEREAS,  their involvement in social justice issues from immigration to affordable housing to 

advocating on behalf of the most vulnerable in our community has been a beacon of 

inspiration and hope for all; and 

 

WHEREAS, in an age where incivility permeates all levels of our society, the Sisters have shown us 

what it means to be thoughtful, patient and understanding. This was the case when the 

Sisters pursued the Yellow Hallway at Lourdes Convent project, opening their home to 

house two single mothers and their small children. The Sisters spent nearly two years 

in the process, attending all City meetings and meeting with neighbors, spending their 

own funds to remodel and bring the Convent wing into compliance with Code 

requirements, in order to welcome two previously homeless families under their 

Dominican roof. These women and their children are experiencing living in a safe, 

loving home environment, benefitting from the support and companionship of the 

Dominican Sisters. There aren’t many who would voluntarily open their home to house 

the homeless. The Sisters did it voluntarily and not without spending countless hours, 

dollars and even their own elbow grease (the Sisters painted the wing themselves) to 

see their dream of sharing their home with the less fortunate become a reality; and 

 

WHEREAS, The Sisters collective accomplishments of their quiet determination has bettered not 

only our community but also everyone they have touched. They are silent warriors who 

continue to persevere, selflessly pursuing their vision statement: “We reverence and 

affirm the inherent dignity of each person. We will work for transformation of attitudes 

and systems that deprive any person of dignity.” All this for others and without any 

expectation of acknowledgement. Remarkable, unsung, influential and visionary 

leaders, the Dominican Sisters of San Rafael. The Sisters walk the walk and talk the 

talk, working tirelessly to advance positive change in our San Rafael community and 

the world. 
 

NOW, THEREFORE LET IT BE RESOLVED, that the San Rafael City Council expresses its appreciation to The 

Dominican Sisters efforts on behalf of their community and hereby awards them the Richard O’Brien and the Mary 

Ferrario O’Brien Citizen of the Year Award. 

 

             

 

        ________________________________________ 

                   Mayor 

         



From: Forms Admin
To: Lindsay Lara
Subject: New submission from Citizen of the Year
Date: Friday, January 04, 2019 2:52:57 PM

Date

  01/01/2019

Nominee for Citizen of the Year

  Dominican Sisters of San Rafael San Rafael

Nominee's Home Address

 
1520 Grand Avenue
San Rafael, CA 94901
United States
Map It

Does this nominee live within San Rafael City Limits?

  Yes

Nominee's Phone

  (415) 453-8303

Nominee's Email

 
Your Name

  Diane Henderson

Your Address

 
United States
Map It

Your Phone

 
Your Email

 
What contributions has this individual made to the community that are beyond the scope of normal
civic responsibilities?

The Dominican Sisters of San Rafael have had an unparalleled impact on the community in the areas of
education, social justice and health care. For more than 100 years, the Sisters have provided
uncompromising leadership in the community through their extensive education mission at Dominican
University, The Garden School, San Domenico School (started in San Rafael and relocated to San
Anselmo), and the Osher Living Learning Institute for individuals over 50 years of age, providing an
educational world with a variety of courses to meet the inquiring minds of many of our citizens. Their
involvement in social justice issues from immigration to affordable housing to advocating on behalf of the

mailto:diane@dmhplanner.com
mailto:Lindsay.Lara@cityofsanrafael.org
http://maps.google.com/maps?q=1520+Grand+Avenue+San+Rafael%2C+CA+94901+United+States
http://maps.google.com/maps?q=980+5th+Avenue+Suite+203+San+Rafael%2C+CA+94901+United+States


 

most vulnerable in our community has been a beacon of inspiration and hope for all. The Sisters have
joined other congregations in operating Dignity Health, a not-for-profit public corporation, operating
hospitals and ancillary care facilities in three states.
The Sisters’ dedication to the local community and the world at large is unsurpassed. For many years in
San Rafael they, and the college that they started and fostered, have been an unparalleled asset for our
growing City. They have provided a beautiful campus atmosphere centered in a residential area,
attracting students from around the world. They have shared their campus and resources with the public
at large. Angelica Hall provides a wonderful venue for guest speakers and authors to talk to hundreds of
local residents. The Santa Sabina Center is a unique sanctuary in Marin where people of all beliefs and
cultural backgrounds can find sacred space and contemplative quiet. The Sisters share this space with
others for retreats, musical programs, conferences, private study and reflection, etc. 
Additionally, they also provide financial support in the form of Vision Grants for both local and
international causes, to support critically valuable ministries in areas where they don’t have Sisters living
or in ways that they are not qualified to provide. Most recently, the Sisters were Vision Partners with a
therapeutic equestrian program at St. Vincent’s School for Boys and a hygiene, health and literacy
program for YienDak women in southern Laos. And it doesn’t stop there. A classic example of an
innovative way that the Sisters support one of many causes, is their support of the Alzheimer’s
Association. The Sisters have long supported the Alzheimer’s Association, and since many of their own
Sisters are unable to travel to a city where one of the fundraising Walks to End Alzheimer’s takes place,
for many years they have instead sponsored their own walk on the Path of Hope at Lourdes Convent and
subsequently sent a generous donation to the Alzheimer’s Association.
The Sisters' contributions to education, social justice and ministry to the community are well known and
priceless; far exceeding the scope of normal civic responsibility.

What impact on the community did this individual's activities make? How has this person made a
difference?

 

The activities of the Dominican Sisters of San Rafael have impacted countless lives in our local
community and around the world. Perhaps the most obvious impact of the Dominican Sisters' presence
in San Rafael is their creation of the beautiful campus of Dominican University of California and the lovely
Santa Sabina Center. 
The Sisters' efforts have supported an educational facility which has trained many of the teachers in our
City and County for over 94 years. Under the leadership of Sister Samuel Conlan, a model Development
Center for children with special needs was created on the Dominican Campus, followed by development
of a Special Education Teacher Training Program that has earned statewide recognition for excellence.
The Dominican Sisters also founded Dominican College’s nursing program which received accreditation
from the National League for Nursing in 1990. 
Thousands have been educated by the Dominican Sisters of San Rafael at all levels from pre-school
through graduate school. In addition, 120 Dominican Sisters have ministered at St. Raphael’s Parish and
School since 1890. Homeless have been housed. Hungry have been fed. Funds have been raised and
donated to local causes. 
The Sisters' contributions to education, social justice and ministry to the community are well known and
priceless. Particularly true in today’s important areas of immigration, affordable housing and advocacy for
those who are in most need of social services and who are least able to take care of themselves. The
Sister walk the walk and talk the talk, working tirelessly to advance positive change in our San Rafael
community and the world.
The Sisters have made a tremendous difference in the lives of two young mothers and their small
children, taking them into their home. The Sisters spent months at City hearings and ultimately gained
approval to remodel (at their own expense) the Yellow Hallway of Lourdes Convent in 2017 to welcome
these formerly homeless families under their roof to live with them in a safe, loving home environment.
These women and children can attest to the huge difference the Dominican Sisters of San Rafael have
made in their lives.

Discuss the time and energy this person has devoted to community projects or efforts.

The collective time and energy that the Sisters have provided to our San Rafael community over the past
125+ years is immeasurable. Since 1890 the Dominican Sisters of San Rafael have been a hidden jewel
to the City of San Rafael and its history. They have provided uncompromising leadership in the



 

community through their extensive education mission at Dominican University, Osher Living Learning
Institute, San Domenico School (now located in San Anselmo), and the Garden School, educating
thousands of students from preschool through graduate school. Their combined efforts have supported
an educational facility which has trained many of the teachers in our City and County for more than 94
years. Their superb nursing program, graduating students in varying medical disciplines, provides nurses
to our hospitals and medical facilities. 
There is no limit to the time and energy that the Dominican Sisters have dedicated to our community and
other efforts. Over 120 Dominican Sisters of San Rafael have ministered at St. Raphael’s Parish and
School since 1890. In 2017, Sister Joan Hanna retired after 60 years as a Dominican Sister, the last 13
as Director of St. Raphael’s Pre School. Sister Adele Rowland, an artist who studied under Ansel Adams
and pioneered color photo montage images long before the advent of Photoshop, used Marin images in
her works which are treasured around the world. Sister Carla Kovack has for several years taken local
Dominican students to Uganda, delivering water filtration systems, mosquito bedding nets, school
supplies, play equipment for the children and funds to help complete a maternity wing at the local health
center. Sister Adele Gerlach at age 80+ was leading groups including San Rafael residents on 100-mile
walking pilgrimages on the Camino de Santiago, in Spain. Sister Marion Irvine is approaching her 90th
year, but continues to be committed to serving others by raising social consciousness, primarily through
teaching, administration and example. She holds the title “Promoter of Peace, Justice and the Care of
Creation” and works tirelessly with others to address issues relating to human trafficking and has worked
to create safe houses, protect the environment, provide affordable housing, improve education and to
further other social justice issues. Sister Marion began running at forty-eight years old, ran competitively
for fifteen years and was the oldest woman ever to qualify for the Olympic trials in long-distance running
in 1983. Clearly there is no limit to the time and energy that the Dominican Sisters dedicate to our
community and to the future of our community.
In 1946 Sister Patricia Lyons founded and became Principal of The Garden School, a preschool and
kindergarten located on the Dominican Campus, educating generations of San Rafael children. On the
50th anniversary of The Garden School in 1996, then Governor of California, Pete Wilson, sent a
congratulatory letter to Sister Patricia, saying in part: ‘You have touched the lives of three generations of
Californians, providing each with a strong foundation with which they can meet the challenges of the
future. You have inspired love and loyalty from your friends, colleagues and numerous students, and you
have bequeathed to Marin County, and all California Schools, a legacy of academic excellence.”
Since the 1890s, the influence of the Dominican Sisters has been widely experienced primarily in the
areas of education and social justice, though health care is another strong dimension in the Sisters’
mission as they have joined other congregations in operating Dignity Health. The Sisters collective
accomplishments of being good, contributing and active citizens in their San Rafael community and the
world while maintaining the educational and social commitment they made some 128 years ago
continues to this day.

Discuss the challenges met and overcome by this individual.

 

Founded by the Dominican Sisters in 1890, Dominican College was long associated with women’s
education. It was the first Catholic college in California to grant a bachelor’s degree to women. It was a
daring move in the 1970s, when, under the leadership of the Dominican Sisters, the College was
transformed from an all-women’s college into a coeducational institution. Seeing the need for the College
to be an integral part of the local community, the Sisters expanded the Board of Trustees to include
laypersons, non-Catholics and men, to reflect the members of the business and professional community.
In 2000, Dominican College of San Rafael became Dominican University of California. The new name
recognizes Dominican’s status as a university with graduate degree programs, a diverse student body
and a global perspective, a significant transformation over more than 100 years from the all-women’s
college started by the Dominican Sisters. 
In an age where incivility permeates all levels of our society, the Sisters have shown us what it means to
be thoughtful, patient and understanding. This was the case when the Sisters pursued the Yellow
Hallway at Lourdes Convent project, opening their home to house two single mothers and their small
children. The Sisters spent nearly two years in the process, attending all City meetings and meeting with
neighbors, spending their own funds to remodel and bring the Convent wing into compliance with Code
requirements, in order to welcome two previously homeless families under their Dominican roof. These
women and their children are experiencing living in a safe, loving home environment, benefitting from the



support and companionship of the Dominican Sisters. There aren’t many who would voluntarily open their
home to house the homeless. The Sisters did it voluntarily and not without spending countless hours,
dollars and even their own elbow grease (the Sisters painted the wing themselves) to see their dream of
sharing their home with the less fortunate become a reality.

To what extent has this individual's efforts been previously recognized by the community?

 

The Dominican Sisters of San Rafael are unsung heroes, quietly working to fulfill their commitment to
raise social consciousness primarily through teaching, administration and example. The Sisters present a
steady, balanced and peaceful presence at community meetings, creating an atmosphere of respect and
trust. This was most evident at the recent hearings to allow the Sisters to convert the Yellow Hallway at
Lourdes Convent to housing for two women and their young children, previously without permanent
housing. This program allowed the Sisters to open their home to two formerly homeless families, allowing
them to live with the Sisters for two years, as the women transition to fully independent living. In their
words, the Sisters were “thrilled” to open their home to others, allowing the Sisters to fulfill a dream that
began in 2015, with nothing in it for them but the joy of helping others, opening their hearts and home to
the less fortunate.
The Dominican Sisters of San Rafael are an unparalleled source of “good” for our entire community.
Every project they have undertaken has fostered a greater sense of justice, fairness and humbleness for
all involved. The Sisters, and the school they started and fostered have been a unique and unsurpassed
asset for our growing City. While administration has been transferred to lay people in recent years, the
guiding principles the Sisters established at the time of the founding of Dominican College remain intact
and the Sisters remain very involved with its operation, among other things as instructors and as
members of the governing Board of Dominican University of California. 
The Sisters collective accomplishments of their quiet determination has bettered not only our community
but also everyone they have touched. They are silent warriors who continue to persevere, selflessly
pursuing their vision statement: “We reverence and affirm the inherent dignity of each person. We will
work for transformation of attitudes and systems that deprive any person of dignity.” All this for others and
without any expectation of acknowledgement. Remarkable, unsung, influential and visionary leaders, the
Dominican Sisters of San Rafael.
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