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FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK 
Dear Parishioners,  

 In our Gospel reading today Jesus tells us that we are 

“the salt of the earth” and “the light of the world.” 

Below are biographical sketches of two Catholic 

African-Americans who lived out the call to be salt 

and light. Prayer cards for Venerable August Tolton 

and Servant of God, Thea Bowman, are available in 

the foyer.   
      With my prayers, 

Fr. Conley 

 

Book ReviewAugustus Tolton: The Church Is the 

True Liberator by Joyce Duriga. Review by Gene 

Anderson  in American Catholic Review, Fall 2019. 

(Adapted here)     

In October 2019 the Church declared Augustus Tolton 

“Venerable” as part of the process of his possible 

canonization as a saint.  This nineteenth-century priest, 

consecrated in 1886, was the first openly recognized 

African-American to be ordained in the United States.  

Tolton was born in Brush Creek, Missouri in 1854.  His 

mother Martha Jane Chisley, was a native of Meade 

County, Kentucky.  She was separated from her parents 

and forced to move to Missouri as part of a dowry 

settlement.  While she was residing in a land far from 

her place of birth, Stephen Elliot, who owned Martha’s 

family, died.  Fear that she would be separated from her 

children might have been the impetus for her decision to 

escape with her family to the North.  Though nearly 

apprehended by Confederate soldiers, the refugee family 

arrived safely in Quincy, Illinois, buoyed by Martha’s 

Catholic faith. 

     Augustus’s road to the priesthood was not an easy 

one.  He began work at the age of nine in a tobacco 

factory, a position he held for nine years.  Laboring in 

this environment likely was detrimental to his health.  

Tolton was able to attend school only during the winter 

months.  Even as the curious young man sought to 

improve his lot through education, he was forced to 

endure the racially charged taunts and sneers of younger 

white students. 

     Tolton’s faith in the Catholic Church was bolstered 

by the kindness of Father Peter McGirr, who helped the 

dedicated young man discover his vocation.  Despite 

Tolton’s piety, however, a number of seminaries refused 

his admittance.  He was forced to wait ten years before 

being accepted to the Urban College in Rome.  Upon 

completing his seminary training, Tolton was sent to the 

Diocese of Alton (now Springfield), Illinois.  The young 

priest was assigned to St. Joseph’s Parish in the town of 

Quincy, where he initially ministered to both white and 

black Catholics.  Serving in his home community, 

Tolton sought to create an interracial fellowship similar 

to what he had observed in Rome.   

     Tolton promoted the Catholic Church as the 

“liberator of all,” but at times Tolton experienced the 

opposite. Tolton’s most serious opposition came from a 

local pastor who was angered by the financial support 

Tolton received from white Catholics in the area.  After 

lobbying for a transfer to Chicago, Tolton went to work 

among the city’s African-American population.  Much 

of his effort was given to raising money to build St. 

Monica’s parish, the city’s first black Catholic church. 

     Throughout his ministry, Tolton declared that the 

Catholic Church was the teacher of all nations.  He 

argued, as did other black Catholics, that there was no 

color line within its walls.  Readers of Duriga’s work 

will likely come to the conclusion that these claims were 

more aspirational than descriptive.  Working with few 

resources and little support took a toll on Tolton.  He 

died on July 19, 1897.  He was forty-three years of age. 

   Sr. Thea Bowman, Servant of God “We unite 

ourselves with Christ’s redemptive work when we 

reconcile, when we make peace, when we share the 

good news that God is in our lives, when we reflect to 

our brothers and sisters God’s healing, God’s 

forgiveness, God’s unconditional love.” 

These would be the final public words of a religious 

woman who dedicated her life to spreading the joy of the 

Gospel and promoting cultural awareness and racial 

reconciliation. 

Thea Bowman, was the only child born to middle-aged 

parents, Dr. Theon Bowman, a physician and Mary 

Esther Bowman, a teacher. At birth she was given the 

name Bertha Elizabeth Bowman. She was born in 1937 

and reared in Canton, Mississippi. As a child she 

converted to Catholicism through the inspiration of the 

Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual Adoration and the 

Missionary Servants of the Most Holy Trinity who were 

her teachers and pastors. These religious communities 

nurtured her faith and greatly influenced her religious 

vocation. 

Growing up, Thea listened and learned from the wisdom 

of the “old folks,” the elders of her community. These 

skills proved essential as she navigated through the 

horrid experiences of blatant racism, segregation, 

inequality, and the struggle for Civil Rights in her native 

Mississippi. At an early age, Thea was exposed to the 

richness of her African-American culture and 

spirituality, most especially the history, stories, songs, 

prayers, customs and traditions. Moreover, she was 

cognizant that God loved and provided for the poor and 

the oppressed. Her community instructed her, “If you 

get, give—if you learn, teach.” These life lessons 

instilled in her an abiding love for God and a desire to be 

charitable to toward those most in need. 

For Thea Bowman, her conversion to Catholicism was 

rooted in what she witnessed: she was attracted to the 

Catholic Church by the example of how Catholics 
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seemed to love and care for one another, most especially 

the poor and needy.  She was impressed by how 

Catholics put their faith into action. At the age of fifteen 

she told her parents and friends she wanted to join the 

Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual Adoration. She left the 

familiar Mississippi terrain to venture to the unfamiliar 

town of La Crosse, Wisconsin where she would be the 

only African-American member of her religious 

community. 

At her religious profession, she was given the name, 

“Sister Mary Thea” in honor of the Blessed Mother and 

her father, Theon. She was trained to become a teacher. 

She taught at all grade levels, eventually earning her 

doctorate and becoming a college professor of English 

and linguistics.  Sister Thea became a highly acclaimed 

evangelizer, teacher, writer, and singer sharing the joy of 

the Gospel and her rich cultural heritage throughout the 

nation. 

Spurred by the need to return home to Canton to care for 

her aging parents, in 1978, Sister Thea, with the blessing 

of her religious community, accepted an appointment by 

Bishop Joseph Bernard Brunini to direct the Office of 

Intercultural Affairs for the Diocese of Jackson. In this 

position Sister Thea continued to assail racial prejudice 

and promote cultural awareness and sensitivity. She was 

a founding faculty member of the Institute for Black 

Catholic Studies at Xavier University in New Orleans. 

In 1984, Sister Thea faced devastating challenges: both 

her parents died, and she was diagnosed with breast 

cancer. Sister Thea vowed to “live until I die” and 

continued her rigorous schedule of speaking 

engagements. Even when it became increasingly painful 

and difficult to travel as the cancer metastasized to her 

bones, she was undeterred from witnessing and sharing 

her boundless love for God and the joy of the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ. 

Sr. Thea died on March 30, 1990 in the home where she 

was reared in Canton, MS. Sister Thea said that she 

wanted inscribed on her tombstone the simple, yet 

profound words: “She tried.” “I want people to 

remember that I tried to love the Lord and that I tried to 

love them…” Sister Thea Bowman’s life was always one 

of Gospel joy, enduring faith, and persevering prayer 

even in the midst of racial prejudice and debilitating 

illness. Asked how she made sense of suffering, she 

answered, “I don’t make sense of suffering. I try to make 

sense of life…I try each day to see God’s will…” from the 

webpage of the Diocese of Jackson.  

 

HEALING PRAYER MINISTRY WILL BE        

PRESENT AFTER ALL MASSES NEXT 

WEEKEND. 

 

“RESTORED” - CONTINUES THIS THURSDAY, 

February 13, from 6:30-8:30 PM.  Dinner included. For 

more information contact Fr. Conley. 

 

ANNUAL APPEAL OF THE ARCHDIOCESE 

Next weekend we will ask you to prayerfully consider 

your gift to the 2020 Annual Appeal. The Annual 

Appeal supports ministries and programs that benefit 

thousands of people in the Washington area including 

within our own local community. For example, funds 

from the Appeal support our local women's shelter, 

Angels Watch. Every year 100% of your contribution to 

the Annual Appeal will go to the ministries and program 

supported by the appeal. We thank you for your 

prayerful consideration and generous response. 

 

DIVINE MERCY PILGRIMAGE OF PRAYER TO 

ALABAMA - APRIL 18 TO 22, 2020  
Don't miss this opportunity to visit the beautiful Shrine 

of the Most Blessed Sacrament and the Eternal Word 

Television Network.  Fr. Conley, Pastor will accompany 

us as Chaplain. The cost of this trip, based on double 

occupancy, is only $925.00, which includes: airfare, bus 

transportation, hotels, breakfast and lunch, along with 

entry fees and stipends.  Please contact Bread of Life 

Center for Peace for the full itinerary and trip details at 

(301) 475-7139 or visit our website: 

www.breadoflifecenterforpeace.org ! 

 

DEAR PARISHIONERS OF ST. MARY'S,   

Thank you so much for inviting me into your 

community and giving me the privilege of sharing my 

vocation story with you. I was so incredibly blessed to 

experience your warm welcome and your caring 

support of my vocation and my work with the 

Labouré Society. The culture of faith and community 

at St. Mary's is both beautiful and inspiring. Thank 

you again for your prayers and support and please 

know that you and your intentions are in my prayers. 

God Bless!  

In the Peace of Christ,   

Gretchen Erlichman   
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SUN: 8am Kyle Capps, 10am John Tayman,  

12N Parishioners, MON: 8am James L. Toye, 

SAT:  4pm  June Farrell. 

 

PLEASE REMEMBER IN YOUR DAILY 

PRAYERS: Michael, Stephen & Tony Balenger, Mary 

Bowes, Deacon Gene & Anne Burroughs,  Quint 

Burroughs, Brenda Callahan, Dottie Chick, Joe Cross,  

Kendall Farrell, Deacon Dan Ford, Arlene Gandolfi, Lee 

Gardiner, James Gibson, Wilson (Sonny) Goldsmith.   

 

OFFERTORY COLLECTION LAST WEEKEND:  
$16,464.92.  $2,250.00 of that was received from people 

who contributed through online banking.  The 

unidentified donations totaled $689.92.  We received 

$910.01 for our School Support. 

https://eur05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.breadoflifecenterforpeace.org%2F&data=02%7C01%7C%7Cbe2f145271eb429f438508d793a13f92%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637140193136994185&sdata=O95REP38C0M3zfSl8iE1qQbHwP6lXaMbsGhM9AlQTS8%3D&reserved=0

