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Anna “Madre” Bates
Building God’s House in Detroit

According to historian, Dr. Shannen Dee 
Williams, Black women remain among the most 
invisible and elusive figures in U.S. Catholic 
history. Since the earliest kidnapping and sale 
of Africans into slave markets in America, 
Black women have played prominent roles in 
challenging white supremacy and segregation in 
the Catholic Church, the State, and society.  

Black laywomen were prominent Catholic leaders 
and ministers and formed the backbone of their 
parishes and communities. In 1943, Anna “Madre” 
Bates of Detroit, founded Our Lady of Victory, 
a Catholic mission in her neighborhood where 
white supremacy and segregation were rampant 
and where white ecclesiastical authorities resisted 
her advocacy.

The city’s disturbing segregationist policies 
and unjust living conditions imposed on Black 
Detroiters naturally created tensions in the city.  
In 1941, the city, eager to build a new housing 

development for white Detroiters, built an eight foot segregation wall (sometimes referred to as the “wailing wall”) 
that extended a half-mile long just blocks from the new Our Lady of Victory mission site. The wall was built to 
keep Black citizens out of white communiites in northwest Detroit.  Just two years later, riots broke out as whites 
defended their territory against their fellow Black citizens.  

Seeing the profound need for a Catholic presence and mission in her neighborhood, Mother Anna Bates spent ten 
years petitioning the archdiocese to provide Catholic worship to Black residents who were not permitted to enter 
any of the neighboring white Catholic Churches.  Nearby Catholic parishes, including Presentation Church, were 
adamantly opposed to welcoming Black Catholics.  The pain of that exclusion was deepened when ecclesiastical 
authorities suggested that Mother Bates’ neighborhood could not support a Catholic mission since it was in a 
“Protestant stronghold.”

WOMEN WITNESSES FOR RACIAL JUSTICE
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Still, Mother Bates would not give up on her vision.  She 
believed the Church was supposed to be an evangelizing 
presence.  And it was precisely in this “Protestant 
stronghold” that they needed a Catholic presence.

Despite the obstacles, Mother Bates founded her mission 
in a storefront in the midst of a Black community 
still reeling from the effects of the worst race riot in 
Detroit. As walls went up to keep Black citizens out of 
white neighborhoods, she disarmed those who stood 
in her way, made alliances with those who shared her 
vision, and finally established a parish in a world where 
white supremacy had long dictated the boundaries of 
society and faith.  Our Lady of Victory grew in spite of 
regressive government policies and whites who fought 
hard to keep black citizens in ghettos.  

Anna Bates: From the Caribbean to Detroit

Those who knew Anna Bates describe her as an 
unassuming person -- small in stature -- big on vision.  
Up and against the pernicious racism of her day, she 
took the Gospel mission to heart in order to meet the 
needs of her community.  

Anna Bates was born Anna Allen on October 9, 1902 
in the Port of Spain, Trinidad.  She grew up on the 
Caribbean island of Montserrat where the Allen family 
name was prominent.  Later, she moved to Bermuda 
and at the age of 17, she immigrated to the United States 
and settled in Detroit where she lived for over 50 years. 

She met and married Keith Smith and had two children, 
Hazel Marie and Keith Joseph who brought seven 
grandchildren and nine great-grandchildren into the 
family. Tragcially, both of her children preceded her 
in death. She later divorced Ken Smith and married 

Reverend John Bates.  Rev. Bates founded New Mount 
Vernon Missionary Baptist Church in Ferndale. They 
lived in Royal Oak Township where Mother Bates 
began making the five-mile trek to attend St. James 
Catholic Church in Ferndale.  As her daughter-in-law, 
Daisy,  noted, the long walk became too difficult for 
Mother Bates so she needed to find a way to bring a 
faith community closer.  

Mother Bates knew that Black children in the area had 
little access to a good education and needed a place to 
worship.  She dreamed of building a school and a parish 
that could meet the needs of black children and their 
famillies.  Mother Bates opened a storefront and began 
conducting religious education classes. She contacted 
the Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of Mary at Detroit’s 
Marygrove College to get help educating the children.  
The Sisters were reluctant initially because there were 
few Catholics in the area. They referred her to the 
diocesan head of doctrine, Msgr. John Ryan. Msgr. 
Ryan  was also reluctant and could not assure her that a 
church would ever be built. 

Still, Mother Bates would not give up on her vision and 
finally, a local tavern owner who was from a Protestant 
tradition donated land for the mission to be built.  They 
dug a basement and a donated structure was brought in 
and set on the foundation.  

In one of the few books recounting the history of 
Our Lady of Victory, Shirley Harris-Slaughter notes 
that in most cases, Black Catholics took up residence 
in areas where white people had once lived. White 
flight was prevelant in Detroit as white people moved 
from the city to the suburbs where they could live in 
white enclaves. The same was true for the Catholic 
Churches left behind. Black Catholics most often took 
up occupancy in existing Catholic churches abandoned 
by white Catholics. Thus, the building of Our Lady of 
Victory was a historic achievement and a tribute to the 
resourcefulness of Mother Bates who persevered and 
made it a reality.

Concrete Walls, Ghettoization and Black 
Determination in Detroit
In the 1870s, after the Civil War, Reconstruction, 
and the passing of the Thirteen, Fourteenth, and 
Fifteenth Amendments which abolished slavery, 
gave African Americans citizenship, and opened 
up voting for African American men, white 

The  “Wailing Wall” - Detroit, MI (1941)



Women Witnesses for Racial Justice  I  FutureChurch  20214

supremacy was re-established across the South 
through segregationist policies known as “Jim Crow.”  
  
Under “Jim Crow” laws, southern blacks were forced 
to live as a sub-class of people. Their opportunities for 
social, educational, economic and political equality were 
dashed under the rule of whites. Plessy vs. Ferguson, 
the landmark Supreme Court decision in 1896 upheld 
the constitutionality of racial segregation under the 
“separate but equal” doctrine. “Jim Crow” practices 
became commonplace. A system of laws called “Black 
Codes” sought to maintain white landowner’s source 
of cheap labor. Many states required black workers to 
sign yearly labor contracts. If they refused, they risked 
being arrested, fined and forced into unpaid labor. The 
draconian laws of the South and the sharecropping 
system offered little more than subsistance living. 
Further, white supremacists such as the Klu Klux Klan 
intimidated, violated, and lynched black Southerners 
with the implicit and explicit support of Southern 
whites.  

In 1914, the sharp demand for production of 
wartime goods generated a shortage of laborers in the 
industrialized North. As the war was being fought, the 
influx of European immigrants who filled factory jobs 
were greatly curtailed. Manufacturers from the North 
began recruiting black Southerners to work.  In the 
North laborers could earn three times the wage they 
could expect in the South.

From 1916 to 1970, a period called “The Great 
Migration”, six million African Americans left the 
Jim Crow South and relocated in cities in the North, 
Midwest, and West.  In the decade between 1910 and 
1920, the black population of major Northern cities 
grew at unparalleled rates  with New York at 66 percent, 
Chicago, 148 percent, Philadelphia, 500 percent, and 
Detroit, 611 percent. 

Aside from competition for employment, there was 
also competition for living space in increasingly 
crowded cities. While segregation was not legal in the 
North, whites found ways to reproduce it in their cities. 
After the U.S. Supreme Court declared racially based 
housing ordinances unconstitutional in 1917, some 
residential neighborhoods skirted the law by enacting 
covenants requiring white property owners to agree 
not to sell to Black people.  These covenants remained 
legal until the Court struck them down in 1948. 

Rising rents in segregated areas, plus a resurgence of 
KKK activity after 1915, made life even more difficult  
for black citizens.  Racial tensions continued to rise.  By 
the summer of 1919, the greatest period of interracial 
strife in U.S. history as of that time was occuring across 
the nation, including a wave of race riots.

As whites, in collusion with public officials, defended 
their neighborhood boundaries, many Black residents 
ended up creating their own cities within big cities, 
fostering the growth of a new urban, African American 
culture. The most prominent example was Harlem in 
New York City, a formerly all-white neighborhood that 
by the 1920s housed some 200,000 African Americans.

The Great Migration also began a new era of increasing 
political activism among African Americans, who after 
being disenfranchised in the South forged a new place 
for themselves in public life in the cities of the North 
and West and expanded and strengthened the civil 
rights movement..

Black migration slowed considerably in the 1930s, when 
the country sank into the Great Depression, but picked 
up again with the coming of World War II and the need 
for wartime production. Returning Black soldiers found 
that the GI Bill didn’t hold the same promise of postwar 
benefits as was given to white soldiers.

By 1970, when the Great Migration ended, its 
demographic impact was unmistakable: Whereas in 
1900, nine out of every 10 Black Americans lived in 
the South, and three out of every four lived on farms, 
by 1970 the South was home to less than half of the 
country’s African Americans, with only 25 percent 
living in the region’s rural areas. 

Segregation and  the Detroit Race Riots  
of 1943

As black citizens across the country resisted white 
supremacy; segregated, substandard living conditions; 
and, unequal access to the social, economic and 
political goods of the North, the Detroit Race Riots of 
1943 broke out.

Before and during World War II, black workers who 
had migrated to Detroit to seek factory employment, 
found angry whites protesting their employment and 
violently defending the borders of their segregated 
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neighborhoods. Detroit’s 200,000 black residents were 
ghettoized into small, subdivided apartments that 
often housed multiple families, crammed into sixty 
square blocks on the city’s east side.  

Because segregation severely limited the ability for 
African American neighborhoods to expand, the 
city, knowing it needed to do something, attempted 
to construct a black housing project in what was 
otherwise a white neighborhood.  

A mob of more than one thousand whites, some of 
whom were armed, lit a cross on fire and angrily 

picketed the arrival of their African American 
neighbors.

On June 20, 1943, more than two hundred black 
and white individuals began fighting on Belle Isle. 
Though police quelled the violence, later that night, 
two incendiary rumors led to more violence. African 
Americans were told that whites had thrown a black 
woman and her baby off of the Belle Isle Bridge. They 
formed a furious mob and moved near Woodward, 
breaking windows, looting white businesses and 
attacking white individuals.

In a nearby area, angry whites had gathered after 
hearing that black men had raped a white woman near 
the same bridge. Around 4 am, a mob of white men 

formed outside the Roxy Theatre on Woodward. When 
the movie let out, black men exiting the theatre were 
surrounded and beaten. As word of both incidents 
spread, so did the violence.

White mobs overturned cars owned by blacks and set 
them on fire and beat black men as white policemen 
looked on. A white doctor was beaten to death while 
making a house call in a black neighborhood. African 
American community leaders pleaded for Mayor 
Edward J. Jeffries to call in help from national troops. 
It was not until white gangs entered Paradise Valley 
that the Mayor responded by seeking assistance from 
President Franklin Roosevelt.

Six thousand army troops in tanks armed with 
automatic weapons arrived and the violence subsided. 
Nine whites and twenty-five African Americans were 
killed in the Riots of 1943. No white individuals were 
killed by police, whereas seventeen African American 
died at the hands of police.  Seven hundred people 
were reportedly injured.  The cost to repair the damage 
rose to two million dollars.

The Rise of Black Consciousness and Black 
Catholicism in Detroit

One of the things that distinguished Detroit from other 
cities was the important role of the automobile industry, 
and by extension, the labor movement.  As political 
consciousness among black workers arose in the face 
of inequitable access to social, economic and political 
capital, Black Cathoics began to protest, not only the 
inequities they found in their city, but also the inequities 
they faced in their diocese.  

Isolation, indifference and discrimination, combined 
with virtually no representation among the hierarchy 
mirrored what they faced elsewhere in Detroit 
where, for decades they were without formal political 
representation at the municipal level. The growing 
grassroots power of black Detroiters can be attributed to 
changes to the city’s municipal structure in 1918 which 
prevented blacks from electing African Americans to  
the City Council until the 1950s.  As such, the strength 
of their organizing could be seen in the Detroit NAACP 
-- the largest and best funded chapter in the country 
and the NAACP Youth Councils which were described 
in 1936 as “the most active in the country,” with six 
different councils in Detroit by 1938.  

Race Riot 1943
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Eventually, the United Auto Workers realized that 
solidarity with black workers was key to organizing 
large scale strikes and winning their labor demands.  
African Americans were appointed to top leadership 
positions on the international board and in a number 
of local unions, where many black politicians, including 
the first black mayor, a Catholic, received training.  

The black leaders who emerged during the labor 
movement were working-class political fighters who, in 
many ways, set the tone for black politics in twentieth 
century Detroit. This black activism emphasized the 
importance of ordinary men and women in the struggle 
and was embodied by black Catholics who led the fight 
for housing and black freedom, as well as improved 
conditions within the Catholic Church. 

Black consciousness rose for Detroit Catholics 
throughout the 20th century surfacing in the early 
1900s, the late 1920s, the 1940s, and erupted in 
1970-1971 and again in 1989. During this time, five 
predominantly black missions and parishes came into 
existence from 1911 thru 1949.  Eventually, they would 
all be dismantled.  

From the beginning of the formal relationship between 
the church and the small African American Catholic 
communities, activism was front and center.  Sparked by 
the diocese’s decision to establish what some percieved 
as a “Jim Crow” system of segregation in Cathoic 
Churches, many black Catholics spoke  boldly about 
the need to consistently build an integrated community 
with fidelity to the Gospel mission of the church. 

St. Peter Claver (1911)  and Sacred Heart

St. Peter Claver, was founded in 1911 and was created 
with segregation in mind. It was established as a mission 
for African Americans in the basement of St. Mary’s 
School for three years.  In 1914, it moved to a former 
Episcopalian church and named in honor of St. Peter 
Claver. A number of black Catholics expressed their 
objections publicly and their first priest, Fr. Ferdinand 
Marcus stated, “I don’t see how I can consider my 
parishioners as Catholic “Negroes” or “Negro Catholics.” 
. . . All I know is that they are Catholics and all the 
affairs of St. Peter Claver’s Church must - as long as I 
am the Priest in charge - be conducted with that object 
and view.  I have one colored and one white altar boy.  I 
want to have a Board of Trusteees colored and white.  I 
do not want it understood that I am a priest for “Negro” 

Catholics or “Catholic Negroes.”  He was transferred to 
another parish within a year.  

More than twenty years later, under the leadership of 
Fr. Henry Theifels who reportedly welcomed African 
American liveliness in the worship, the community 
opened a school for black students. While the Detroit 
Tribune published an editorial expressing, “regret...
that the segregated school issue is with us again and 
this time it emanates from the Catholic Church”, the 
school was popular. In the first year (1936) it doubled 
its enrollment, from 64 students to 130. By 1938 its 
enrollment reached 360 with a mixture of both Catholic 
and Protestant students. 

Because of the rapid growth, they moved to a former 
German parish and became Sacred Heart Church.  
For the next twenty years, it was the premier black 
Catholic parish in the city.  Supreme Court decisions in 
1948 (Shelley vs. Kramer) and 1954 (Brown vs. Board 
of Education) paved the way for the black residential 

expansion and school integration. An unfortunate 
aspect of this breakthrough was many of the middle class 
parishioners from Sacred Heart organized a rent strike 
against changes that would allow more impoverished 
black citizenry to move into the neighborhood.  
Eventually these middle class black Catholics moved to 
the north and west of the city and began attending a 
new black mission there.
 
St. Benedict the Moor (1927)

On the west side of Detroit, the second black Catholic 
parish built was established in 1927.  Named in honor 

St. Peter Claver School’s First Class (taken in 1936)
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of St. Benedict the Moor, the parish was pastored 
by the first African American priest incardinated 
in the diocese of Detroit, Fr. Norman Dukette.  The 
enthusiastic and beloved priest was adored by African 
Americans on the west side, most of whom were 
Protestant.  Many became interested in Catholicism 
and within two years there were nearly 100 baptisms.   

The community was composed of highly educated 
and financially stable Catholics who were politically 
active.  Some served as officers of the Detroit Federated 
Colored Catholics and the NAACP.  The congregation 
also included an African American state senator and 
the highest paid black executive at Ford.  

Yet, two years later, the pioneering priest was removed 
and assigned to a struggling parish in Flint, Michigan.  
The Marianhill Fathers took over the parish, but 
their leadership caused much consternation among 
parishioners who were treated poorly under the parish 
priest. In 1932, when the Holy Ghost Fathers took 
charge, tensions diminished.  And in 1964, when the 
Josephite Fathers assumed control, the parish increased 
in size.  But as middle class blacks moved to other areas 
of the city, St. Benedict the Moor went into decline.  The 
school closed in 1969 and the parish in 1989.

Holy Ghost (1939)

In 1939, the diocese opened Holy Ghost mission in 
northeast Detroit.  Granted parish status in 1946, it grew 
slowly, opened a school in 1949, and was staffed by the 
Felician Sisters.  In 1942, the parish was rocked by the 
racist attempt of white Polish Detroiters to keep black 
defense workers out of the Sojourner Truth housing 
units in the neighborhood. While there was an effort 
to reassign the housing to whites, black Detroiters rose 
up and enlisted the support of the NAACP, the Federal 
Housing Administration, and Eleanor Roosevelt.  In 
the end, blacks were able to move in under the watch of 
2,300 federal, state, and local police.  As a result, painful 
divisions arose between the Polish Catholics and Black 
Catholics. Two local Polish priests appeared in front of 
the city council to oppose the integration of African 
Americans, and Archbishop Mooney recused himself 
from the matter - a betrayal in the eyes of many black 
Catholics.  With this history of white supremacy and 
racism, the archdiocese merged Holy Ghost and the 
Polish Corpus Christi in 1967 creating deep resentment 
among Holy Ghost parishioiners who were not 
welcomed into the parish.  The combined parish was 

closed in 1989.

Our Lady of Victory (1943)

Anna “Madre” Bates was the force behind the 
establishement of Our Lady of Victory mission and 
parish.  White Catholics at Presentation adamantly 
opposed the inclusion of black Catholics in their parish.  
Black Catholics were not welcome in other white 
parishes, which was symbolized by the eight foot wall 
that extended a half-mile long to keep blacks out of 
white neighborhoods.  After ten years of petitioning, 
Mother Bates finally secured funding to establish a 
community center where Catholic instruction took 
place, and eventually land was donated by Protestant 
Thomas Doc’ Watson, a local tavern owner.  

Our Lady of Victory was eventually staffed by the Sister 
Servants of the Immaculate Heart of Mary and the 
Oblate Sisters of Privdence.  Franciscan Fr. Alvin Deem 

Our Lady of Victory with Oblates, St. Peter Claver members  
and Boy Scouts
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and Hubert Roberge, the first priests were also very influencial in growing the parish.  

Decades of white flight in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s changed the demographics of Detroit’s neighborhoods as middle-
class whites resisted integration and eventually moved to the suburbs – aided, in part, by the building of Catholic 
parishes and schools.  Years of poor stewardship by the Archdiocese increased priest turnover, neglected the 
schools, and ravaged the Black Catholic community. Our Lady of Victory school was closed in 1970 and by 1975 
Our Lady of Victory was merged with Presentation, which was once predominantly white – and, in fact, refused 
to welcome Black Catholics. 

Both Churches and celebration of Mass was maintained under a single administrator until August 1, 1982 when 
Our Lady of Victory church closed with a final Mass and a walking and motor procession of the Sacrament to 
Presentation. Mother Bates was in attendance and witnessed the loss of yet another one of her “children.” Despite 
this, Bates displayed the kind faithful persistence of women – and especially women of color - that has come to be 
taken for granted and continued to be an active parishioner until her death on May 23, 1983.

St. George (1949)

St. George was established in a former Lihuanian Catholic Church in north central Detroit.  Under the direction 
of the Josephite Fathers and the Sister Servants of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, the parish’s growth was explosive 
-- with just under 1,000 African Americans baptized in sixteen years.  The construction of a new freeway caused 
the church and school to close.  

Catholic Schools

For black Catholics, the church began in the classroom.  Education for their children was a central focus. When 
public schools were not welcoming of black children or offered substandard education, black parents created 
alternatives by establishing schools that would properly welcome and educate their children.  As the archdiocese 
established more schools for blacks, parents sent more and more children to them. Many Protestants were converted 
in the process, as they came to respect the Catholic religious who taught and the priests.  

Integration and white flight increased the number of black students 
in Catholic schools and created more racially balanced elementary 
and secondary schools.  By the time the black schools had closed in 
1970, nearly 57 percent of all students were black.  

Still, in integrated settings, white students were favored, especially 
with a largely Caucasian teaching staff instructing predominantly 
black students.  

Telling the Story of Black Catholicism in Detroit
 
We just lived by the foundation the pioneers laid 
out for us. How could we know, if no one shared 
this with us? We couldn’t! And so, we just coasted 
through life, unaware of the legacy we had been 
given.  ~ Shirley Harris-Slaughter

Anna “Madre” Bates
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Many of the advancements of black Catholics were actualized in spite of obstacles placed in their way from the 
institutional church. Thus, the offical story of black Catholicism in Detroit has yet to be fully told since official 
sources have left out their voices.  In an effort to tell the story of the contributions of African Americans, Luther 

Keith, a Catholic and a journalist, founded the Catholic 
Committee on Negro History in 1955.  It later became the 
United Committee on Negro History where Keith spent 
more than 50 years telling these stories.  

And we would not have the full story of Anna “Madre” Bates 
with the oral and written history of Ms. Shriley Harris-
Slaughter who knew Mother Bates personally and grew her 
faith at Our Lady of Victory.

In her book, Our Lady of Victory: The Saga of an African 
American Catholic Community, Shirley Harris Slaughter, 
the second of eight children, recounts her life at Our Lady 
of Victory Parish. As is often the case with children, she 
was unaware of the historical import of her black Catholic 
experience. 

In the fall of 1954, with her brother and sister, Shirley walked 
into Our Lady of Victory to participate in their first Mass. 
She thought it was “the most beautiful church” she had ever 
seen.  Their arrival came after her mother noticed a young 
boy walking by their residence very early in the morning 
wearing blue pants, a white shirt, and a tie. Shirley’s mother 

was so impressed with his appearance that she stopped him one morning and found that he was attending the 
new school affiliated with Our Lady of Victory Church. Looking for a good education for their children, Shirley’s 
parents immediately joined the church and put their children in school.
 
At Our Lady of Victory, Shirley met the young priest Fr. Ferdinand DeCneudt who served as the temporary 
administrator at the time, a role that Shirley would later learn had implications for the sustainability of the parish.  
Fr. DeCneadt baptized her whole family and was the only priest she remembers.  She also remembers meeting 
Oblate Sister Stella Marie who was the first nun to influence her in a positive way.

At Our Lady of Victory, Shirley also met the founder of the mission, Mother Anna Bates. Shirley learned to play the 
piano from Mother Bates who taught in her home. Shirley remembers, “When you entered her home, you always 
got a whiff of whatever had been cooking because the very strong spicy smell permeated the entire house. It was 
a small, warm, cozy home. She taught piano lessons in her living room to all the children in the neighborhood, 
Catholic and other faiths.” 

Shirley attests to the fact that her faith was strengthened by her community at Our Lady of Victory.  To her dismay, 
the parish began to decline, and was ultimately merged with Presentation, the white Catholic Church that had 
excluded black Catholics decades before.  Her account attests to both the trials and strengths she drew from her 
Catholic tradition, the pastors and nuns who taught and guided her, and the many friends and acquaintances she 
cherishes to this day -- people who actively sought to end the ravages of white supremacy and racism in her city 
and in her church.

Shirley Harris-Slaughter, Author and Parishioner at 
Our Lady of Victory
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Questions for Reflection  
 

• After reading this essay, what inspired you?  What surprised you?  What disappointed you?   

• What did you find most interesting and inspiring about Mother Anna Bates and her work?  

• What disturbed you about the role of the instituional church in the United States and espe-
cially Detroit?  What gave you hope? 

• What did you learn about the Great Migration that helped you better understand the plight of 
Black Catholics? 

• What did you learn about the living conditions, official municipal policies, and race riots in 
Detroit that helped you better understand the plight of Black Catholics? 

• When you look at your own city/town, do you see similar patterns of racism and white su-
premacy? 

• When you look at your local, diocesan, and national Catholic Church, what do you think we 
can do together to end racism within the Church? 

• What do you think you can personally do to end racsim in your community, in our country, 
and in our church?

WOMEN WITNESSES FOR RACIAL JUSTICE
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Prayer Service
Women Witnesses for Racial Justice

Prayer Service Honoring Anna “Madre” Bates

INTRODUCTORY RITES

Welcome and brief  introductions: 

Opening Song:  A Place at the Table  

 
Sign of Cross & Greeting:  

Leader: We gather in the name of (making the sign of the cross)
God, our loving Mother, in whose divine image we are all made;
of our Christ our Liberator, who leads us to fullness of life;
And of the Holy Spirit of courage and boldness, 
All:  Amen. 

Leader: The unshakable peace of Jesus, the boundless love of God, 
and the power of the Holy Spirit is with you, 
All:  And also with you. 

Introductory Remarks: 

Leader: Church, we gather tonight to give thanks for the witness of our Black Catholic 
Foremothers in faith and particularly the life, witness, and legacy of Anna “Madre”or “Mother” 

WOMEN WITNESSES FOR RACIAL JUSTICE
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Bates. And in so doing, we give thanks to God for the gift of motherhood – and the many forms 
it takes. 

 But we also gather to seek God’s mercy, compassion, and forgiveness - aware of the fact 
that our Church, called to be “home” – called to be “mother” – has failed Black Catholics.  

And we mourn with black mothers who have had their beloved children taken from them: taken 
and sold into slavery; taken and executed in our criminal justice system…never to return home,

  And so, let us pray:  (allow for a brief moment of silent centering)

Opening Prayer:  

Leader: God, our Mother,

You placed in us a desire for connection, for welcome, for inclusion.
You gave us a longing for home, a true home, a true family.
Yet there is within us a capacity to exclude, to push away.

You have made us a tapestry, weaving together, enhancing the whole.
Yet, we create division, sameness, drawing lines.
We find some strange security by seeing others as less than, worse than.

Help us, Mothering God, guide us.
We feel a long way from home.
Help us find our way home.
Home to you. Home to each other. 
Home in the kin-dom you desire for all your children.

We make this prayer in the name of Christ Jesus, 
ALL:  AMEN. 

LITURGY OF THE WORD

1st Reading:  

Reader: A Reading from the Book of the Prophet Isaiah:

Shout for joy, you heavens! Exalt, you earth! 
You mountains, break into song!
For God consoles the people and takes pity on those who are afflicted, 

But Zion said,  ‘The Holy One has abandonded me, 
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Adonai has forgotten me.’

Does a woman forget her baby at the breast, Or fail to cherish the child of her womb?
Yet, even if these forget,  I will never forget you. 

The Word of God,
ALL: Thanks be to God

2nd Reading:   

Reader:  A Reading from The Motherhood of Anna “Madre” Bates, sourced from Our Lady of 
Victory: The Saga of an African American Catholic Community by Shirley Harris-Slaughter 
©2020 by Shirley Harris-Slaughter. 

Born Anna Allen, on October 9, 1902 in the Port of Spain, Trinidad, she would become known 
as “Mother” or “Madre” Bates to the community in the West Eight Mile neighborhood in De-
troit, Michigan. And, indeed, she was a mother in various ways to so many. 

She had two children of her own – Hazel Marie and Keith Joseph – both of whom preceeded 
her in death. She knew pain known by too many black women across generations who have had 
their children torn from their arms and sold into slavery; whose sons are two and a half times 
more likely to be killed by law enforcement sworn to protect them; and who face higher rates of 
maternal and infant mortality than any other group in the US.

She was a grandmother to five and a great grandmother of nine. 

But she also gave birth to a parish community – Our Lady of Victory – and was a mother to so 
many in her community, providing religious education and teaching piano lessons to the chil-
dren regardless of their faith tradition.    

During her own childhood she moved to Montserrat in the Caribbean and later to Bermuda 
before arriving in Detroit, MI when she was 17 years old.

For years, Anna walked from her home to St. James, the closest Catholic Church that would 
welcome her, and back to attend Mass every week. Over time the 5-mile trek became too much 
for her and it was about that time that her daughter-in-law, Daisy, says she set up shop in a store 
front to teach religious education to children in the neighborhood. 

But Mother Bates had bigger plans: she envisioned a parish and parish school in her West Eight 
Mile neighborhood since the closest Catholic church – Presentation – did not welcome African 
Americans. At first, she was met with resistance from officials at
the Archdiocese of Detroit who cited the low Catholic population in the area. “Madre” Bates, 
however saw beyond the present reality and looked forward to a different future, seeing the op-
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portunities to grow the Catholic community in the neighborhood and insisted that a parish be 
founded.

In the early 1940s, Bates reached out to the Immaculate Heart of Mary Sisters at Marygrove Col-
lege and convinced them to run a summer school program for children in a nearby recreation 
center. The program was a huge success – drawing hundreds of neighborhood children – and 
soon parents were clamoring for a similar program for adults.

Based in large part to the overwhelming numbers of children and adults who attended these pro-
grams, Archbishop Mooney finally saw what Mother Bates saw all along asked the Franciscans 
of Cincinnati to open a neighborhood mission in the fall of 1943. Fr. Alvin Deem volunteered 
to take on the project and a storefront mission – Our Lady of Victory-- was started in 1943. The 
community’s first Mass was celebrated later that year on the
Feast Day of St. Francis.

Bates worked tirelessly to recruit new members and converts and as the community grew, there 
was a need to build a parish Church and – later – school. Despite several missed opportunities 
for the Archdiocese to purchase land to build a parish church and school, construction began 
after a local merchant donated land for the development. The church building was completed in 
1946 and the school eight years later in 1954.

Decades of white flight in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s changed the demographics of Detroit’s neigh-
borhoods as middle-class whites resisted integration and eventually moved to the suburbs – aid-
ed, in part, by the building of Catholic parishes and schools.  Years of poor stewardship by the 
Archdiocese increased priest turnover, neglected the schools, and ravaged the Black Catholic 
community. Our Lady of Victory school was closed in 1970 and by 1975 Our Lady of Victory 
was merged with Presentation, which was once predominantly white – and, in fact, refused to 
welcome Black Catholics. 

Both Churches and celebration of Mass was maintained under a single administrator until Au-
gust 1, 1982 when Our Lady of Victory church closed with a final Mass and a walking and mo-
tor procession of the Sacrament to Presentation. Mother Bates was in attendance and witnessed 
the loss of yet another one of her “children.” Despite this, Bates displayed the kind faithful per-
sistence of women – and especially women of color - that has come to be taken for granted and 
continued to be an active parishioner until her death on May 23, 1983.

For Anna “Madre” Bates we say,
ALL: Thanks be to God 

Introducing the Witnesses  

Leader: Let us listen now with open and willing minds, hearts, and bodies 
as we hear from our Black Catholic sisters.   
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May their witness open our minds, touch our hearts, inspire our words and actions and awaken 
us to the pursuit of racial justice and harmony.
    
Sung Response:   Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Chilid 

First Witness from Olga Marina Segura
(From https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/church-must-make-amends-black-people-repa-
rations)

Black Catholics want to feel heard; they want a church that reflects and uplifts them toward lib-
eration; a church that cares about their spiritual and physical lives — a church that atones.

Historian Dr. Shannen Dee Williams has challenged many of us regarding the church’s true role 
in chattel slavery. Along with slavery came racial capitalism, an economic system that relied 
on the exploitation, torture, rape, and often murder of Black and indigenous people through-
out American history. As the first churches were being erected across the country, as Catholic 
schools were being created, including some of the oldest Jesuit colleges, this country was simul-
taneously viewing Black women and men as objects that would enhance profit. Our own church, 
which claims to internalize the gospel, enslaved Africans; our own church used Black women, 
men, and children to promote its own well-being and success over Black livelihood.

Throughout the American church’s history and well into the twentieth century, religious orders 
were also actively working to keep Black women and men out. Universities run by religious 
orders, like Georgetown University, were also complicit in racial capitalism. The Jesuits who ran 
Georgetown University in 1838, just forty-nine years after the first Catholic bishop in America 
founded it, sold 272 enslaved persons to avoid bankruptcy.

Onita Estes-Hicks understands this history well. A cradle Catholic, born in New Orleans in 
1936, Onita has loved the church her whole life. Her family had ties to the Knights of Peter 
Claver, an organization for African American lay Catholics founded in 1909 by Father Con-
rad Friedrich Rebesher, and growing up, they often hosted priests to dinner. She was educat-
ed in Catholic schools and involved in the choir. In 2004, her family learned that her paternal 
great-great-grandparents, Nace and Biby Butler, and their children, were part of the 272 enslaved 
persons sold by Georgetown’s Jesuits in 1838.

“This breached our awareness of ourselves, who we were as Catholics,” Onita told me. For years, 
her faith struggled to reconcile their faith within a church that sold their ancestors. It took four-
teen years before her faith felt whole again; and this was thanks to Georgetown’s efforts to reckon 
with its slaveholding past. “I came out with a deeper sense of what it meant to be a Catholic and 
also with a deeper sense of how Catholicism had failed us.”

Georgetown is the first American Catholic institution to grapple with its slaveholding past and 
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offer financial resources as part of that atonement. By repairing their racist past, Georgetown is 
actively working to align the Catholic tradition with the struggle for liberation. In order to make 
amends, our church must do the same.

This can begin by publicly embracing Black Lives Matter. The American church has so fully 
internalized these white supremacist ideals, rationalizing a spiritual racism of its own, that it is 
unable to imagine our church as one centered in the struggle for liberation under the leadership 
of Black women.

The inability to acknowledge this work also continues to perpetuate systemic oppression and 
accentuates the hypocrisy of the church on the issue of racism. The various arguments that there 
is no need to expect more from the bishops comes from a privileged perspective, one shared 
by mostly white Catholics, and proves even more why bishops must demonstrate that they care 
about Black liberation. Catholics of color deserve to see leaders who are prioritizing their wants, 
needs, and concerns.

Church reparation must also be financial.  If the church is to work toward a truly liberating 
Catholicism, then our bishops could begin by allocating a fund from their various collections 
toward a reparations fund for some of the most impoverished Black communities across the 
country. 

The current racial crisis in America, one that creates ripple effects in marginalized communities 
around the world, is a moral crisis that demands radical, transformative reparations.

Sung Response

Second Witness by Dr. Shannen Dee Williams
(From https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2021/02/10/black-catholic-women-are-forgot-
ten-prophets-american-democracy/)

On Jan. 6, a mostly White mob attacked the nation’s Capitol in a violent attempt to overturn the 
election of the nation’s second Catholic president and first female, Black and Asian American 
vice president. 

Two weeks later, 22-year-old Amanda Gorman took the stage at the Biden-Harris inauguration 
in front of the same Capitol, and delivered a sermon on equality and hope in the face of lethal 
resistance with her poem, “The Hill We Climb.” 

As Gorman reflected on the need for the nation to repair its brutal past, to confront the un-
yielding threat of white supremacy and fully embrace the promises of a truly equal and inclusive 
democracy, she quite literally stood at the intersection of the Catholic Church — the first global 
institution to declare that Black lives did not matter — and Black women’s long fight for equal 
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rights and unwavering declarations that the lives of Black people fundamentally do matter. 

Despite popular contention, slavery in the land area that became the United States did not begin 
under Protestant influence in Virginia in 1619. Instead, it began in 1565 under Spanish Catholic 
auspices in Florida with the successful establishment of St. Augustine, the nation’s oldest surviv-
ing city. Beginning in the 15th century with a series of papal bulls, including Pope Nicholas V’s 
“Dum Diversas” (1452) and Pope Alexander VI’s “Inter Caetera” (1493), the Catholic Church 
authorized the perpetual enslavement of Africans and the seizure of “non-Christian” lands. It 
also morally sanctioned and actively participated in the transatlantic slave trade, which resulted 
in the deaths of tens of millions of African men, women, and children. 

From the beginning, Africans and African-descended people fought the trade and enslavement 
in the Americas. And many did so as members of the Catholic Church. 

In the land area that became the continental United States, the first underground railroad led 
south to a runaway haven in Spanish Florida built by formerly enslaved Black people who suc-
cessfully fled from slavery in English-controlled territories and agreed to convert to Catholicism 
and join the Spanish military in exchange for their freedom. 

Black Catholics, especially women and girls, also fought to forge a tradition of Catholicism free 
from slavery, segregation and white supremacy within the U.S. Church.  Baptismal, marriage and 
confraternity records from the cradles of U.S. Catholicism, especially Florida, Louisiana, Mary-
land, Kentucky and Missouri, are inundated with the names of free and enslaved Black women 
and girls, whose labor, sales and faithfulness not only fueled the early church’s development, but 
also seeded antislavery and anti-racist sentiments in the faith. 

Many of these devout Black women and girls established some of the nation’s earliest Catholic 
schools, orphanages, parishes and nursing homes freely open to Black people. Several of these 
women and their descendants also became members of the modern world’s first Roman Catholic 
sisterhoods freely open to African-descended women and girls. 

In 1820, 15-year-old daughter Anne Marie Becraft, established one of Washington’s earliest 
educational institutions open to Black children.   Her academy, which became known as the 
Georgetown Seminary, was relocated in 1827 directly across the street from the Visitation con-
vent and academy, where more than 80 enslaved men, women and children labored, and around 
the corner from Georgetown College, where more than 300 enslaved men, women and children 
did the same. 

Becraft not only dared to establish a Black Catholic school amid the nation’s and the church’s 
slaveholding elite, but also routinely marched her “troop of girls, dressed uniformly … in proces-
sion … to devotions on the sabbath at Holy Trinity Church” in the veritable hell of D.C. slavery.  
Her boldness underscores both the subversive and emancipatory nature of Catholicism in the 
hands Black women and girls fighting white supremacy. 
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Although Becraft’s school would not survive her departure from D.C. to enter the Oblate Sisters 
of Providence in 1831, the legacy of her revolutionary and anti-racist vision for her church and 
its Black female faithful lived on through the herculean efforts of the nation’s Black Catholic 
nuns and laywomen, who often led efforts to desegregate institutions in their Church and wider 
American society. 

Indeed, the photograph of Gorman, positioned between Biden and Harris and calling for justice 
and national unity, may very well go down as one of history’s most important images. In daring 
to imagine herself a future president of America’s “unfinished” project, Gorman brought forward 
a revolutionary and womanist tradition of Black Catholicism that far too many people deny 
exists. She also powerfully reminded her nation and church that Black women and girls are some 
of its most formidable prophets of democracy and Catholicism — if only they dare to listen.
 
Sung Response

Moment of Quiet Reflection (3 minutes)   
Leader: As we take a moment to reflect silently, I ask you to consider:
• What did you learn?  - About Mother Bates? About the Black Catholic experience?  About 
racial justice and reparations?
• What touched or moved you as these witnesses shared their stories?
• How will you change? – In your personal life? In your engagement with  institutions or 
communities you are a part of? In your understanding of what it means to be Catholic? 

Sung Response

Prayers of the Faithful

Leader: We lift up our prayers in confidence, assured of God’s motherly love for us 
and knowing that we stand united with that great cloud of witnesses – all holy women and men 
and particularly our Black Catholic Foremothers – who intercede for us. 

Our response is: “Mothering God, hear our prayer.”

For the Church, that we may truly live as One Family – united in Christ – and work together to 
rid ourselves of racism and white supremacy, and all forms of exclusion and discrimination, we 
pray: 

For the citizens and leaders of the global community: that we may enact policies that uphold 
the dignity and equality of all people, that ensure a sustainable and equitable distrubition of our 
resources, and advance the common good we pray: 

For an end to systemic racism: that we may reform and rebuild all of our institutions – policing, 
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education, healthcare, housing, politics, and economics - with justice and love as our guide. And 
for reconciliation and reparation for centuries of violence and oppression against People of Col-
or, we pray.

For us gathered here: that we may honestly seek to understand ourselves and others as well as the 
ways we benefit from privilege and power, that we may be allies who confront bias and prejudice 
in ourselves and one other, we pray: 

For marginalized Catholics – and particularly Catholic women of color; that they may be stirred 
by the witness of Mother Bates to embrace their wholeness, to lift up their voices, and to claim 
their rightful place in our midst as they seek to respond faithfully to God’s call in their lives, we 
pray: 

For all who are ill and for those who have died (brief pause).  For those most vulnerable to the 
coronavirus and for health care and essential workers. We pray: 

Loving God of all, your family stands before you in need of your mercy and compassion. Come 
to our aid. Make haste to help us. We pray in the name of Christ Jesus, our Liberator, AMEN. 

CLOSING RITES

Closing Prayer   

Leader: Let us pray:

Loving God,

In the effort to dismantle racism, help us to understand 
that we struggle not merely against flesh and blood 
but against powers and principalities – 
those institutions and systems that keep racism alive 
by perpetuating the lie 
that some members of our family are inferior 
and others superior.

Create in us new minds and hearts 
that will enable us to see siblings 
in the faces of those divided by racial categories.

Give us the grace and strength 
to rid ourselves of racial stereotypes 
that oppress some in our family 
while providing entitlements to others.
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Help us to create a nation 
that embraces  the hopes and fears 
of oppressed people of color where we live, 
as well as those around the world.

Help us to heal your family 
making us one with you 
and empowered by your Holy Spirit.

AMEN.
    Adapted from Pax Christi

Closing Song  Magnificat/Mary’s Song  New Brittain

My soul proclaims the Holy One. 
My spirit sings God’s praise,
Who looks on me, and lifts me up,
That gladness fills my days.
 
All nations now will share my joy;
For gifts God has outpoured.
This lowly one has been made great.
I magnify my God. 
 
For those who fear the Holy One,
God’s mercy will not die. 
Whose strong right arm puts down the proud,
and lifts the lowly up. 
 
God fills the starving with good things,
and sends the rich away;
the promise made to our ancestors
is filled to endless day. 
 
Text: Based on Luke 1:46-55; Anne Cater, Copyright 1988, Society of the Sacred Heart. All 
Rights Reserved. Music: NEW BRITAIN 
Reprinted and streamed under ONELICENSE.NET #A-737115

In honor of Anna “Madre” Bates who founded Our Lady of Victory Catholic Community, we 
will sing the words of Mary’s Magnificat hymn to the tune most commonly associated with 
“Amazing Grace” 
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The Artwork of Anna “Madre” Bates was commissioned by 
FutureChurch
Artist: Chloe Becker 
All Rights Reserved, 2020

Artist’s Statement
Mother Anna’s portrait is centered on her grassroots work to form a Black 
Catholic church in Detroit, Our Lady of Victory, amidst resistance and  
racism from the Church.

The positioning of Mother Anna and her parishioners emulates the  
architecture of Our Lady of Victory, as after Catholic authority refused to 
grant her request for a church, Mother Anna created a “church” with the 
people in her popular summer programs. The stained glass behind Mother 
Anna further emulates the church’s architecture, and displays in the three  
panels the ways in which women like Mother Anna are excluded from the 
Church.

The left panel shows discrimination and lack of representation of Black 
women with natural hairstyles; the middle displays a Black Madonna (for 
the white-washing of Mary and Catholic motherhood, and the Church’s ig-
norance of the racism-caused high rates of infant mortality for Black moth-
ers as a life issue); the right panel conveys the exclusion of Black song and 
spirituals from “typical/traditional” Masses or prayer services. The stained 
glass---chosen for its unbelievable lack of representation of Black figures---
conveys a future Church where all Black women are centered and valued.


