




Black and Catholic=African American Catholicism. 49

former members of the Colored Federated Catholics and new

generations of Black Catholics participated in the efforts of Lafarge
to establish interracial relations and harmony between black and
white Catholics and to support black participation in the Catholic
Church through the Catholic Interracial Conference prior to the
rise of the Civil Rights Movement in the sixties. He was successful
in making the way for Jesuits to abandon segregation in their
schools.

The Black Community during the Civil Rights Era

Responsive to the call for change rooted in the Civil Rights
Movement and the Second Vatican Council the National Black
Catholic Clergy Caucus convened under the leadership of Fathers
Herman Porter, George Clements and Rollins Lamberts and other
Black priests of Chicago. Together they planned to convene a

gathering of black priests in the context of the Midwest Clergy
Caucus to which they all belonged. The gathering took place in
Detroit Michigan in 1968 with 150 priests in attendance. In the
wake of the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, these priests
confronted the racist accommodation of the institutional church

directly. They declared,

"The Catholic Church in the United States is primarily a

white racist institution has addressed itself primarily to

white society and is definitely a part of that society. On the

contrary we believe that her primary work should be in the
area of institutional, attitudinal and societal change.t'

"

Through the newly established National Black Catholic Clergy
Caucus, the priests strongly urged the U.S. Catholic Church "to

New York, 1945-1965 (Dissertation, the Catholic University of America, 1989),
514 pp (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University Microfilms # 8912994

http://wwwlib.umi.com/dxweb/results
J4 Davis and Phelps eds. "Statement of the Black Catholic Clergy Caucus, 1968 "

in Stamped ill the Image of God: African Americans Image in R'. tel: ( Maryknoll,
New York: Orbis Books, 2003), III
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consult black members of the church, clergy, religious and lay and
to use the personnel resources and of Black Catholics in leadership
and advisory positions." The Caucus was challenging the
institutional church to recognize Black Catholics' full dignity as

graced human beings who were intelligent, creative persons gifted
by God and called to be responsible participants in the Church's
mission to continue the mission of Jesus Christ by participating in
"decision making" in diocesan planning and in parishes serving the
black community. Both black and white priests needed to be
educated for co-leadership in the church. Thus the Caucus called
for the "recruitment of Black men for priesthood," the
establishment of "centers of training for white priests; a black­
directed department within the framework of the United States
Catholic Conference; the ordination of single and married deacons
to aid in the work of the Church; and the ... establishing and

supporting permanent programs for black leadership training.t"
Although initially the local U.S. Roman Catholic Church was

stunned by the accusation of racism and plea for vehicles of

inclusion, as time passed Black Catholics assumed the initiative
and began to become missionaries to themselves by establishing a

number of organizations and institutions to focus on Catholic

leadership and ministry in the black community.
In 1969, the National Black Catholic Sisters Conference

responsi ve to the same societal and ecclesial currents, convened at

Carlow College in Pittsburgh under the direction of Sister Patricia

Grey, RSM, to address the social and spiritual needs of the Black

Community. Sister Grey was the only sister present at the founding
meeting of the National Black Clergy Caucus. In 1970, the Sister's

J) Ibid.' 111-114. Note: The Association of Black Catholic Seminarians and the
Association of African American Deacons each developed initially in tandem
with the National Black Catholic Sister's Conference and the National Black

Clergy Caucus respectively. Both exist to facilitate the educational and spiritual
growth of their members and to facilitate collaboration in the ministries of the
church. Currently the two organizations meet annually in tandem with the
National Black Catholic Clergy Caucus. Documentation for these associations
was not available.
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conference gathered at the University of Dayton to develop a plan
of action. The conference members identified six objectives:

( I) the eradication of "the powerlessness, the poverty, and
the distorted self image of victimized black people by
responsibly encouraging white people to address themselves
the roots of racism in their own social, professional and

spiritual milieu; (2) to promote a positive self-mage among
ourselves, in our black folk, in our black- youth, through the

knowledge of and appreciation for the beauty of our rich
historical and cultural heritage ... ; (3) to stimulate

community action aimed at the achievement of social,
political, and economic black power and to participate in
civic programs that exist. .. ; (4) to initiate self-help
programs ... to educate ourselves, our black people ... thereby
encouraging the utilization of those resources which are

useful to black people ... ; (5) to employ the energies of the
National Black Sisters Conference for the development of
the personal resources of individual sisters for the

deepening of our spirituality and for the promotion of unity
and solidarity among black religious women: and (6) to

develop and utilize fully the potential represented by the
National Black Sisters' Conference through the initiation
and endorsement of all activities and programs which can

support and enhance the growth of black religious
leadership within the Church and in our religious
communities.,,36

Pope Paul VI's encouragement to the Africans in Uganda to

enrich the Catholic Church with their distinct gift of blackness
resonated with African Americans. The Pope urged Africans to

"[flormulate Catholicism in terms congenial to your own culture;
you wi II be capable of bringing to the Catholic Church the precious

J(l Davis and Phelps eds. "The Survival of Soul: National Black Sister's
Conference Position Paper, 1969" in Stamped ill the Image of God: African
Americans Image ill Black (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2003), 113.
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and original contribution of 'Negritude' which she needs

particularly in this historic hour.,,3?
Joseph Davis, S.M., a Marianist brother and member of the

National Black Catholic Clergy Caucus, founded in 1970 the
National Office of Black Catholics (NAOBC) as an umbrella

organization to facilitate the goals of the emerging Black Catholic

Organizations. The priests and sisters joined laity who was

committed to addressing the needs, hurts and aspirations of Black

peop1c and to assisting them in the reclamation of their dignity as

full human beings. 'They focused simultaneously on the

development of Black Catholic leadership and service to church
and society while engaging in the dialogue between a Catholicism
clothed in traditional European classical culture and diverse
cultures newly recognized as the result of the discovery of modem

anthropology (Vatican II). 'Toward this end the Office set up three

departments, a department of Culture and Worship, a department of

Education, a department of the Black Catholic Lay Caucus.
Brother Davis, a strong and practical charismatic personality

envisioned an institution that would foster a spirit of collaboration

among clergy, religious women and men and laity as they engage
in church and social ministries in the black community. All three

groups had representatives that constituted the Board of Trustees.
Brother Davis and the executive officers representing the
constituent groups made two visits to Rome to dialogue with
members of the Roman Curia, discuss the situation of Black
Catholics in the United States and to participate in a conference

sponsored by the Pontifical Office for Social Justice on "Racism
and Pastoral Ministry". Eventually tensions would arise among the
Board of trustees that would contribute to the dismantling of the
collaborative umbrella that characterized the original NAOBC.
Brother Joseph Davis' congregation reassigned him to another
mission and he had to vacate his position at the NAOBC in 1977.

37
Homily Of Paul VI At The Eucharistic Celebration at the Conclusion of

711e Symposium Organized by The Bishops OfAfrica Kampala (Uganda), 31 July
1969
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DUling 1978 Ms Penny Taylor, who had come on board as staff to

Brother Davis, worked closely with the Board of Trustees to hold
the Office together unti I a new Executi ve Director and Department
heads could be put in place.

The Black Community in the Last Quarter of the Twentieth

Century
Eventually, Brother Cyprian Rowe, a Marist Brother, poet and

academic, would assume the leadership of NAOBC from 1978 to

1987. Under Cyprian Rowe some stability was established and the
office continued its programs of liturgical education and supported
the nascent beginnings of the National Association of Black
Catholic Administrators. This organization brought together Black
Catholics who had been employed as directors in local offices of
Black Catholic Ministries by the dioceses. Initially these directors
were charged to assist the diocese to develop and use resources to

facilitate effective ministry in the Black Catholic Community. The

Kujenga Conference was held to address issues key to the Black

Community: Family, Criminal Justice, Parish Life, Lay Leadership,
Liturgy, Vocations, Youth, Education and Social Ministry.
According to Rowe, the office was growing and able to meet its

goals for evangelization, Staff changes insured the quality of the
old programs and created new ones. However, contention
continued on the Board, the National' Black Catholic Sisters
Conference and the National Black Catholic Clergy Caucus
withdrew from the Office in 1981and it continued as a Lay
Catholic omee."

The National Black Clergy Caucus working collaboratively
with members of the National Black Catholic Sisters Conference
initiated the Black Catholic Theological Symposium and the
Institute for Black Catholic Studies.

3X Brother Joseph Davis and Brother Cyprian Rowe, The National Office of
Black Catholic ed. Christopher Kaufmann "The Black Catholic Community.
1880-1987 " The U.S. Catholic Historian: Vol. 7 Nos. 2 & 3 Spring /Summer

1988)
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The Black Catholic Theological Symposium (BCTS) was

initiated in 1978 by Rev. 'Thaddeus Posey, O.P.M. in consultation
with members of the Clergy Caucus and Sisters Conference but
was sponsored by the National Black Catholic Clergy Caucus as an

occasional conference. The proceedings of the first conference
were published as Theology a Portrait in Black but those of the
second conference were not. After a long hiatus the symposium
was re-convened in 1991 by Sister Jamie T. Phelps, a.p., PhD, an

Adrian Dominican Sister, theologian and member of the Sisters
Conference. The participants of this meeting agreed that the BeTS
should become a national Roman Catholic interdisciplinary
theological society, which would meet annually to address the need
for the on-going development of Black Catholic theological and

interdisciplinary scholarship to provide a theological and
intellectual articulation and critique of the faith and social

experience of Black Catholics.39 The BCTS constitution identified
its mission as: "To foster among Black Catholics an ethical

community of scholarly dialogue characterized by: (a) commitment
to the fundamental humanity of all persons; (b) regard for the

plurality of cultural and ethnic backgrounds and religious
experience among Black peoples; (c) the development of a

theology that is authentically Black and truly Catholic.,,4o
The Institute for Black Catholic Studies (IBeS) Xavier

University of Louisiana was inaugurated in 1980 as a collaborative
effort of the Clergy Caucus and Sisters Conference." Once again
Father Thaddeus Posey provided the administrative leadership and
Father Joseph Nearon, SSS provided the academic leadership. The

pilot program at Xavier began during the summer of 1980 with
three teachers: Father Cyprian Davis, OSB (Church History);
Father Joseph Nearon, SSS (Black Approaches to Scripture); and
Sister Toincttc Eugene, PBVM, (Black Approaches to Religious

39
http://w_w!Y_:b�_!_�_.org/ see "about BeTS"

,W
Ibid., "History"

.� I
In 1986 the National African American Catholic Youth Ministers Network for

youth ministers, serving in the Black Catholic Community was initiated and
became an affi Ii ate of the National Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry.
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Education). The Institute was founded as a ministerial training and
research institution that endeavours to shape effective leaders

engaged in Catholic mission in the Black Community.
42 'The

Institute exists to provide holistic interdisciplinary education that

integrates the complex experience as Black Catholics by exploring
the theological, historical, sociological, cultural, and spiritual
traditions of the Catholic Church as they impact on Black

experience. Through its Masters degree and continuing education
and certification programs scholars and students are articulating
and developing a distinct Black Catholic theology, Black Catholic

liturgical practice and Black Catholic ministerial methods for

catcchcsis, youth ministry and leadership. Currently it is the only
Institute in the Western hemisphere that intentionally explores the
richness of the distinct Black Catholic experience as foundational
to the creati ve development of successful and effecti ve strategies
for Catholic ministry in the U.S. Black Community. Over 1000
Catholics who minister in the Black Catholic community have

completed certificates and Masters Degrees in . theology in the

twenty-seven year history of the Institute. Many of the current

leadership in ministries across the country have spent some time at

the lnsti tute.

Episcopal Leadership: mack Catholic Bishops and the African
American Secretariat of the United States Catholic Conference

Urged by the National Black Catholic Organizations, the United
States Catholic Conference began to increase the number of Black

priests elevated to the episcopal ministry. In the ro" century, Most
Reverend James August Healy (1830-1900) was the only African
American Bishop of mixed heritage (Irish and Black). Bishop
Harold Perry was appointed auxiliary bishop of New Orleans in
1966 and thus became the first priest to be appointed to the

episcopacy in the twentieth century. Twenty-three African
Americans have been selected as Bishops to serve in the u.s .

.p
( www.xula.cdu/I/JCS/
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Catholic Church since the initiation of the National Black Catholic
Movement.

Black Roman Catholic Bishops are responsible for and have

jurisdiction over all the Catholics within their diocese or vicariate

regardless of their racial-ethnic heritage. In tum, the lay Catholic
members of each diocese are accountable first to their pastors and
local congregation, the auxiliary bishops in whose vicariate they
minister and ultimately to the local ordinary bishop. Informally,
Black Catholic bishops voluntarily engage in national efforts that

impact on the Black Catholic Community. In turn, Black Catholics
not only are accountable to their local bishops regardless of their
ethnic-racial heritage but also hold their African American bishops
in particular esteem and expect them to represent their issues at

national assemblies and intcmational gatherings of bishops. The
Black Catholic Bishops have written several pastoral letters giving
directions to the Black Community and facilitated the passage of
several major documents by the United States Catholic Conference.
For example, What We Have Seen and Heard urges Back Catholics
to be engaged in cvangelizatioru't' Brothers and Sisters to Us

!�lchal1enges the Catholic community to confront the sin of racism

within the church and society.
As-the numbers of African American Bishops increased and

their Episcopal ministry began to have impact on the United States
Catholic Congress, it became necessary to establish an African
American Secretariat. Beverly A. Carroll is the founding director of
the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops' Secretariat for African
American Catholics and has served in this capacity since 1988.

iU
On September 9, 1984 the ten Black Bishops of the Unites States published

this document as a witness to the Black community. The Bishops sought to

explain that evangelization is both a call and a response, it means not only
preaching but also witnessing. The first part of the document is about the shared

gi Its rooted in the African heritage. In part two they discussed the obstacles to

evanuelization that still must be overcome.
4/1 http://www.usccb.org/saac/bishopspastoral.shtml
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"The Secretariat for African American Catholics serves as

the chief advisor to the United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops in fulfilling its ministry to African
American Catholics in the United States. The Secretariat
has as its function the coordination of responses regarding
ministry, evangelization, and worship in the African
American Community on the national level. The work of
the Secretariat is guided by the Bishops' Committee on

African American Catholics (BCAAC). The BCAAC's

primary mission is to encourage the development and assist
in the implementation of pastoral programs that evangelize
and incorporate racial, ethnic and cultural groups of African
descent within the United States into the life of the
Church.,,45

The demise of collaboration of National Black Catholic

organization via the National Office of Black Catholics led to its

replacement by the National Black Catholic Congress as the locus
of collaborative efforts.

The National Black Catholic Congress (NBCC) movement

was re-vitalized through the collective efforts of the Black Catholic

Bishops of the United States in 1987 under the leadership of

Bishop James P. Lyke, OSF. It has emerged as the leading
organization by which to orchestrate the mission and ministries of
Black Catholic members of the U. S. Roman Catholic Church. It

provides a vehicle for national communication between Black
Catholics via its web page''" and facilitates the common efforts of
all the major national Black Catholic groups. Its board of trustees is

comprised of the executive officers of each of the major Black
Catholic Organizations and the Institute for Black Catholic Studies.
As such the NBCC board is representative of some of the bishops,
clergy, deacons, religious women and men, and lay ecclesial
ministers who hold leadership positions in the Black Catholic

.l)
http://www.usccb.org/saac/mission.shtml

·Ie, Sec the web page http://www.nbccongress.org/
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Community. Bishop John Ricard of the diocese of Tallahassee and
Pensacola is currently the Episcopal executive of Congress.

The NBCC conducts annual convocations for ministerial

training in the African American ministry, lay leader training
workshops, coordinates a Catholic High School Consortium

program and circulates a quarterly newsletter entitled "The
American Catholic Tribune" in memory of Daniel Rudd's 19th
century newsletter. The Congress currently convenes national
con vcntions every f ve years. Congress VI--held at the national
shrine of the Immaculate Conception in Washington D.C. from

May 21-24 1987-·--had over 1500 delegates and observers, over

fifty bishops. It developed the first ever national plan .

for ministry
focused on African American community. This plan expressed the
concerns and ideas that Black Catholics sought to implement
through the diocesan structures of the Church facilitated by the

leadership of the National Association of Black Catholic
Administrators working collaboratively with their co-workers in

diocesan offices under the leadership of the local bishops. The 6th
Congress called for on-going cultural education on the history and
culture of blacks; ongoing engaging of the youth in special youth
ministry initiatives, integral religious education, development of

worship and spiritual programs to nourish the spiritual life of parish
members; ongoing development of liturgical teams to develop
inculturatcd liturgics to further spiritual growth of the church

community, development of structures and processes to incorporate
black Catholics in the decision making strategies of the parishes
and deepening the awareness of the black Catholic consciousness
of parishioners, the prayerful encouragement of youth and young
adults to consider the possibility of a call to priesthood or

consecrated vowed life, empowerment of lay leadership, parish
development, outreach to the community through Black Catholic

Schools, social outreach programs.. community development and
inculturated programs of evaluation'".

IrJ Here f Am, Send Me, A conference Response to the Evangelization of African
Americans and the Pastoral Plan. (National Conference of Catholic Bishops,
19X9). 928.
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Congress Seven convened in New Orleans from June 9-12

1992 with a focus on the Black Catholic Family produced a

resource book for ministry to Black Catholic families entitled "A
Balm in Gilead: Programs for Parish Implementation.". Congress
Eight convened in Baltimore Maryland from August 28-31,
1997emphasized the evangelization of Black Catholics to assume

their role as Catholic .evangelizers. There were approximately 3,500
participants including cardinals, bishops, clergy, religious, and lay
leaders who minister to African Americans in the Catholic Church.

During the Congress "Our Mother of Africa Chapel" was dedicated
on August 30, 1997, at the Basilica of the National Shrine of the
Immaculate Conception in Washington, D.C. The outcome of the

eighth Congress was published in the document, "The Call to

Evangelization: Ambassadors Speaking for Christ," to assist those

working in the areas of evangelization and community
development in the African American community. The publication
offers resources, suggestions, and other information designed to be
used throughout the calendar year'"

Congress Nine convened in Chicago, Illinois from August 29
to September 1, 2002 established eight principles that dioceses
were asked to focus on in accord with their particular contexts:

Spirituality, Parish Life, Youth and Young Adults, Catholic

Education, Social Justice, Racism, Africa and HIV Aids.

Participants identified goals and actions to be carried out in each
area. Annua1 evaluations were sent to each diocese to indicate the

progress they had made in addressing the issues. In preparation of
the tenth Congress, scheduled to be held in Buffalo New York,
2007, eight commissions were established to present a plan of
action relative to each principle and to engage the participants to

commit themselves to effective action in relation to the established

principles.
Congress ten convened in Buffalo, New York, July 13-16

2007, continued the development of the principles of the ninth

Congress IX, augmented the social action agenda of the Congress

·IX See the web page http://www.nbccongress.org/



60 Jamie T. Phelps
with an emphasis on evangelization and the spiritual ground
necessary for effective social justice ministry. Changing its

approach from that of a congress, the tenth gathering, the first in
the twenty-first century, used a conference approach. The
conference theme "Christ is With Us: Celebrating the Gifts of the
Sacraments" encouraged those engaged in the social justice
workshop focused on the eight principles-Spirituality, Parish Life,
Youth and Young Adults, Catholic Education, Social Justice,
Racism, Africa and 1IIV Aids-to interpret their social concerns

through the lens of our lives as sacramental people. A separate
youth track was developed to support the emergence of youth and

young adult leadership.

The Future
Increased migration of African priests and religious from
continental Africa, Haiti and the Caribbean has spawned the

development of an association of African Priests and Sisters as well
as the flowering of the Haitian Apostolate Conferences, the

Ethiopian Apostolate and various other· associations of African
Catholics. These continue to enlarge the number and expand the
cultural diversity of Black Catholics in the United States. The
Black Catholic Community at the beginning of the 21 st

century is

truly a diverse cultural reality comprised of Roman Catholics born
in di verse local churches on the continent of Africa, the Cari bbean,
Latin America, Europe and the United States The international and

regional diversity of U.S. Black Catholics has helped it become
more conscious of its ·global responsibility as a member of a world
church.
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