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While black Protestant preachers had
been active since the 1780s, the first black
Catholic priest was not ordained until
1834 when James Healy, born a slave in
Georgia, was ordained in Paris. Healyand
his two brothers, Alexander and Pacrick,
who also became priests, did not work
among black Catholics. The first black
priest to serve as a pastor to those of his
race was Augustus Tolton. Tolton, who
had escaped slavery in Missouri as a child,
was ordained in Rome in 18806. Not until
1891, when James Cardinal Gibbons or-
dained Charles Uncles, was the first black
priest appointed in the US. In 1920, a
major step in the development of black
priests was taken when the Society of the
Divine Work opened St. Augustine’s
Seminary in Bay 5t. Louis MS, specifically
to train black youths for the priesthood.

The scarcity of black priests denied
black Catholics, even when separated into
black parishes—an increasingly common
pattern after 1870—the opportunity to be
pastored by men of their own race. Orga-
nizations of black laymen partially sup-
plied the leadership missing in black
parishes. From 1889 to 1894 delegates
from different areas of the country,
including the South, mert in five Colored
Carholic Congresses to discuss religious
and racial issues. In 1909, the Knights of
Peter Claver, a black fraternal and benev-
olent society, was formed in Mobile AL In
1924, Thomas Turner, biology professor
at Howard University and Hampton
Institute, founded the Federated Colored
Catholics to protest discrimination within
the Church.

As early as 1866, a special mission to
convert blacks was discussed by the Amer-
ican bishops. Though urged by Rome to
devise a plan, the bishops, gathered at the
second Plenary Council of Baltimore,
failed wo develop a national strategy and
left the issue up to the discretion of each
bishop. Among the religious orders that
answered the appeal for assistance in this
mission field, the Josephites and the
Blessed Sacrament Sisters were the most
active among Southern blacks. In 1915,
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Mother Katherine Drexel, founder of the
Blessed Sacrament nuns, laid the founda-
tion for Xavier University of New
Orleans, the single black Cacholic univer-
sity in the U. 5.

Gradually, the number of black
Catholics grew as black Protestants left
the rural South and came into direct con-
tact with Catholicism in the cities. The
migration of black Catholics from Louisi-
ana also spread Cacholicism to black com-
munities nationwide. In the cities,
parochial schools became a major source
of black converts to Catholicism. Between
1940 and 1975, the black Catholic popula-
tion grew from 296,988 ro 916834, an
increase of 208 percent. Berween 1968 and
1970, the Black Cacholic Clergy Caucus,
the National Black Sisters Conference, the
Black Catholic Lay Caucus, and the
Mational Office of Black Catholics were
organized to address issues of black
Catholic concern. Today there are seven
black bishops, three of them serving in
the South.
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BLACK MINISTERIAL PROTEST
LEADERSHIP, 1955-1970. The lack of
extensive scholarly research into the ori-
gins and early years of the modern black
civil rights movement in the South has
left many of the movernent's most impor-
tant features relatively obscure. One of the
most central of these was the role that
young black ministers, often new to their
pastorates but with solid collegiate train-
ing, played in starting many of the local
protests against segregation that sprang
up across the Souch throughout the 1950s
and early 1960s.

One basic requirement for any black
citizen who sought to rake a public, front-
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