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I. 
February is Black History Month, 

so I’d like to provide an overview of the black Catholic experience in our diocese. 

 

The Catholic Church grew slowly in Virginia, 

where Catholics commonly encountered hostility because of their beliefs.  

 

Black Catholics experienced the greatest adversity. 

 

The institution of slavery, which inflicted grievous wounds on African Americans, 

was largely accepted by Catholics in Virginia.  

 

In most cases, Catholics were not wealthy enough to own slaves,  

but they supported others’ right to do so. 

 

Numerous popes had condemned racial slavery, or at least some aspects of it,  

but their teaching was largely ignored (1435–1839).  

 

John McGill, the third bishop of Richmond (1850–1872),  

did not consider slavery to be a mortal sin  

and he blamed the abolitionist movement for the breakup of the Union.  

 

Many white Catholics in the diocese fought for the Confederacy  

during the Civil War (1861–1865). 

 

After the conflict ended,  

American bishops called for the evangelization of freed slaves (1866).  

 

John J. Keane, the fifth bishop of Richmond (1878–1888),  

took several steps that brought African Americans into the Catholic Church. 

 

These measures included personally preaching to them in Richmond;  

establishing the first black parish in the diocese (St. Joseph’s, Richmond in 1885); 

and bringing in religious orders to minister to black Catholics. 
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There was modest and sustained growth in the black Catholic population  

during the seventy-five-year period between 1885 and 1940. 

 

However, black Catholics were mistreated for both religious and racial reasons.  

 

Some black Protestants ridiculed them for belonging to a Church that was 

primarily white and which they considered anti-Christian.  

 

Some white Catholics subjected African American Catholics to racial prejudice.  

 

For example,  

African Americans who attended white parishes had to sit in separate areas. 

 

But Catholic racial attitudes did progress. 

 

By the 1940s, as the national civil rights movement got underway,  

officials in the Richmond Diocese started advocating for equality.  

 

In the following decade, Peter L. Ireton, the ninth bishop of Richmond,  

became the first Southern bishop to integrate Catholic schools,  

doing so just days before the Supreme Court desegregated  

the public-school system in the United States (1954).  

 

Ireton’s successor, John J. Russell (1958–1974),  

became a champion for civil rights.  

 

He also made the fateful decision, in an effort to achieve integration,  

to close most black parishes (1961–1972).  

 

Many African Americans opposed the closure of their distinctive communities,  

and they felt the sting of having to attend new parishes that did not always 

welcome them.  

 

White Catholics were not forced to move as part of this new configuration.  

 

Some black Catholics even left the Church over the decision to close their parishes. 

 

Despite these difficulties,  

the following years showed signs of racial progress in the Church,  

as six African American priests were ordained for the diocese (1975–1988). 
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Whereas the African American Catholic population has been declining in the 

diocese (beginning in the 1940s), the number of African immigrants has been 

increasing (beginning in the late 1990s). 

 

Today there are approximately five thousand black Catholics in the Richmond 

Diocese, who make up two percent of the total Catholic population.  

 

Since Catholics as a whole constitute five percent of the total population in the 

territory of the diocese, black Catholics are a minority within a minority.  

 

Their determination to live out the Catholic faith,  

in spite of the racial and religious animosity they endured,  

has given the Diocese of Richmond a compelling testimony. 

 

That testimony surely involved resiliency, 

along the lines of today’s Gospel reading: 

 

“I say to you, offer no resistance to one who is evil. 

When someone strikes you on your right cheek, 

turn the other one as well. … 

I say to you, love your enemies 

and pray for those who persecute you.” 

 

II. 

Who are our “enemies”? 

 

The list could include rivals at work, those who have caused us pain, 

those who have treated us unfairly, those of whom we are envious or jealous, 

 or those against whom we hold a grudge. 

 

Loving our enemies is not just an arbitrary injunction of Christ; 

the point is that it makes us more like God: 

 

“So be perfect, just as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 

 

A few thoughts on this topic: 

 

There’s always a reason to be angry with someone, 

so the need for reconciliation is ongoing. 
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It’s not enough to be right; 

we have to lead others, in love, to what is true. 

 

If we’re keeping “score” against someone, especially a spouse, 

we’ve already lost—even if we think we’re “winning.” 

 

Resentment stymies us; reconciliation pushes us forward. 

 

Praying for those who have hurt is imperative, 

as is confessing our own sins in the Sacrament of Penance. 

 

I believe that within the parish community,  

there is need for some reconciliation. 

 

I’m not saying that this applies to all people, 

but I’ve been in enough meetings and social settings that I think 

I can reasonably draw that inference. 

 

Those who serve in various committees, or on the staff, have heard me say this: 

 

I know that the parish has been through a lot over the past year and half; 

there may be some hard feelings about the rectory moving,  

about there being a change in priests, and perhaps other issues. 

 

 I have no interest in litigating the past; 

 my interest is in making things better. 

 

 To use a colloquial expression, “I have no dog in the fight.” 

 

And I say this with the greatest respect and concern for everyone: 

 

If we’re holding on to those hard feelings, 

it’s time to let them go so that the community can move forward. 

 

From what I have observed, that process is already underway. 

 

III. 

The parish received a beautiful testimony about reconciliation from one of its own. 
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In the February issue of America magazine, 

our own Dcn. Charles Williams writes about the experience  

of his own parish being closed, in the name of integration. 

 

Dcn. Charles explains that he left the Church for a time, 

but then returned— 

as a deacon, and now as the interim director of the Office for Black Catholics. 

 

Dcn. Charles writes as follows: 

 

“I still feel the pain of what occurred more than 50 years ago,  

but the church—our church—has asked for forgiveness.  

I will give it another chance.  

I pray that all African-Americans who have been hurt by what the church did  

and failed to do will also, in their own time, grant that forgiveness.” 

 

That is Christian testimony; that is Christian living: 

to forgive like Christ, and to become like God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


