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The Catholic Church’s
Role in Slaveholding,

Segregation, and
Catholic Social Teaching




February 2023 Educational Resources
The Catholic Church, Slaveholding, Segregation, and Catholic Social Teaching

Readings
1. Pastoral Letter on Racism by USCCB (in packet).

2. Racial Justice in the Catholic Church, by Brian Massingale, Chapter 2, “An Analysis of
Catholic Social Teaching on Racism (in packet).

3. “My Research Into the History of Catholic Slaveholding Transformed My Understanding of
My Church,” by Rachel Swarns (in packet).

4. Introduction to Subversive Habits: Black Catholic Nuns in the Long African American
Freedom Struggle, by Shannen Dee Williams (in packet).

Watch/Listen

NPR episode, NPR, “How the Catholic Church Profited from Slavery” https://
www.npr.org/2023/06/13/1181767635/the-272-catholic-church-rachel-swarns-slavery-
georgetown

The Sisters of Selma: Bearing Witness for Change at https://www.avila.edu/avila-archives/sis-
ters-of-selma/

Reflection Questions

1. In what might feel like a hopeless tradition, the Catholic Church has a definitive stance on
the social sin of racism. Was there anything in either the USCCB letter or the Massingale selec-
tion that surprised you? Any sources of hope? Of despair?

2. In the New York Times article by Rachel Swarns, Swarns speaks about how her research and
deep understanding of the Catholic slave trade (specifically at Georgetown) influenced her
faith. How has your knowledge of racism/slavery in the Catholic Church shaped your own spir-
ituality? How might the history influence our institution going forward?

3. 2. Shannen Dee Williams’ research, “Subversive Habits,” exposed the dark and largely un-
known history of segregation and the exclusion of Black Catholic women from religious com-
munities of white nuns. The Sisters of Selma points this painful history and also relates the
story of Catholic women of courage. What stood out for you? How did you react when you
learned about this history? What inspired you? Grieved you?

When we gather for our first online meeting, we will share our reflections with one another.
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Racism is an evil which endures in our society and in our Church. Despite apparent
advances and even significant changes in the last two decades, the reality of racism
remains. In large part it is only external appearances which have changed. In 1958 we
spoke out against the blatant forms of racism that divided people through discriminatory
laws and enforced segregation. We pointed out the moral evil that denied human persons
their dignity as children of God and their God-given rights. (1) A decade later in a second
pastoral letter we again underscored the continuing scandal of racism called for decisive
action to eradicate it from our society.(2) We recognize and applaud the readiness of many
Americans to make new strides forward in reducing and eliminating prejudice against
minorities. We are convinced that the majority of Americans realize that racial discrimination
is both unjust and unworthy of this nation.

We do not deny that changes have been made, that laws have been passed, that policies
have been implemented. We do not deny that the ugly external features of racism which
marred our society have in part been eliminated. But neither can it be denied that too often
what has happened has only been a covering over, not a fundamental change. Today the
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sense of urgency has yielded to an apparent acceptance of the status quo. The climate of
crisis engendered by demonstrations, protest, and confrontation has given way to a mood of
indifference; and other issues occupy our attention.

In response to this mood, we wish to call attention to the persistent presence of racism and
in particular to the relationship between racial and economic justice. Racism and economic
oppression are distinct but interrelated forces which dehumanize our society. Movement
toward authentic justice demands a simultaneous attack on both evils. Our economic
structures are undergoing fundamental changes which threaten to intensify social
inequalities in our nation. We are entering an era characterized by limited resources,
restricted job markets and dwindling revenues. In this atmosphere, the poor and racial
minorities are being asked to bear the heaviest burden of the new economic pressures.

This new economic crisis reveals an unresolved racism that permeates our society's
structures and resides in the hearts of many among the majority. Because it is less blatant,
this subtle form of racism is in some respects even more dangerous -- harder to combat and
easier to ignore. Major segments of the population are being pushed to the margins of
society in our nation. As economic pressures tighten, those people who are often black,
Hispanic, Native American and Asian -- and always poor -- slip further into the unending
cycle of poverty, deprivation, ignorance, disease, and crime. Racial identity is for them an
iron curtain barring the way to a decent life and livelihood. The economic pressures
exacerbate racism, particularly where poor white people are competing with minorities for
limited job opportunities. The Church must not be unmindful of these economic pressures.
We must be sensitive to the unfortunate and unnecessary racial tension that results from this
kind of economic need.

Mindful of its duty to be the advocate for whose who hunger and thirst for justice's sake, the
Church cannot remain silent about the racial injustices in society and its own structures. Our
concern over racism follows, as well, from our strong commitment to evangelization. Pope
John Paul Il has defined evangelization as bringing consciences, both individual and social,
into conformity with the Gospel.(3) We would betray our commitment to evangelize
ourselves and our society were we not to strongly voice our condemnation of attitudes and
practices so contrary to the Gospel. Therefore, as the bishops of the United States, we once
again address our pastoral reflections on racism to our brothers and sisters of all races.

We do this, conscious of the fact that racism is only one form of discrimination that infects
our society. Such discrimination belies both our civil and religious traditions. The United
States of America rests on a constitutional heritage that recognizes the equality, dignity, and
inalienable rights of all its citizens. Further, we are heirs of a religious teaching which
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proclaims that all men and women, as children of God, are brothers and sisters. Every form
of discrimination against individuals and groups--whether because of race, ethnicity,
religion, gender, economic status, or national or cultural origin--is a serious injustice which
has severely weakened our social fabric and deprived our country of the unique
contributions of many of our citizens. While cognizant of these broader concerns, we wish to
draw attention here to the particular form of discrimination that is based on race.

The Sin of Racism

Racism is a sin: a sin that divides the human family, blots out the image of God among
specific members of that family, and violates the fundamental human dignity of those called
to be children of the same Father. Racism is the sin that says some human beings are
inherently superior and others essentially inferior because of races. It is the sin that makes
racial characteristics the determining factor for the exercise of human rights. It mocks the
words of Jesus: "Treat others the way you would have them treat you." (4) Indeed, racism is
more than a disregard for the words of Jesus; it is a denial of the truth of the dignity of each
human being revealed by the mystery of the Incarnation.

In order to find the strength to overcome the evil of racism, we must look to Christ. In Christ
Jesus "there does not exist among you Jew or Greek, slave or freedom, male or female. All
are one in Christ Jesus." (5) As Pope John Paul Il has said so clearly, "Our spirit is set in one
direction, the only direction for our intellect, will and heart is -- toward Christ our Redeemer,
toward Christ the Redeemer of [humanity.]"(6) It is in Christ, then, that the Church finds the
central cause for its commitment to justice, and to the struggle for the human rights and
dignity of all persons.

When we give in to our fears of the other because he or she is of a race different from
ourselves, when we prejudge the motives of others precisely because they are of a different
color, when we stereotype or ridicule the other because of racial characteristics and
heritage, we fail to heed the command of the Prophet Amos: "Seek good and not evil, that
you may live; then truly will the Lord... be with you as you claim!... Then let justice surge like
water, and goodness like an unfailing stream." (7)

Today in our country men, women, and children are being denied opportunities for full
participation and advancement in our society because of their race. The educational, legal,
and financial systems, along with other structures and sectors of our society, impede
people's progress and narrow their access because they are black, Hispanic, Native
American or Asian.
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The structures of our society are subtly racist, for these structures reflect the values which
society upholds. They are geared to the success of the majority and the failure of the
minority. Members of both groups give unwitting approval by accepting things as they are.
Perhaps no single individual is to blame. The sinfulness is often anonymous but nonetheless
real. The sin is social in nature in that each of us, in varying degrees, is responsible. All of us
iIn some measure are accomplices. As our recent pastoral letter on moral values states: "The
absence of personal fault for an evil does not absolve one of all responsibility. We must seek
to resist and undo injustices we have not ceased, least we become bystanders who tacitly
endorse evil and so share in guilt in it."(8)

Racism is a Fact

Because the Courts have eliminated statutory racial discrimination and Congress has
enacted civil rights legislation, and because some minority people have achieved some
measure of success, many people believe that racism is no longer a problem in American
life. The continuing existence of racism becomes apparent, however, when we look beneath
the surface of our national life: as, for example, in the case of unemployment figures. In the
second quarter of 1979, 4.9% of white Americans were unemployed; but for blacks the
figure was 11.6%; for Hispanics, 8.3%; and for Native Americans on reservations, as high as
40%. The situation is even more disturbing when one realizes that 35% of black youth,
19.1% of Hispanic youth, and an estimated 60% of Native American youth are unemployed.
(9) Quite simply, this means that an alarming proportion of tomorrow's adults are cut off from
gainful employment-an essential prerequisite of responsible adulthood. These same youths
presently suffer the crippling effects of a segregated educational system which in many
cases fails to enlighten the mind and free the spirit, which too often inculcates a conviction
of inferiority and which frequently graduates persons who are ill prepared and inadequately
trained. In addition, racism raises its ugly head in the violence that frequently surrounds
attempts to achieve racial balance in education and housing.

With respect to family life, we recognize that decades of denied access to opportunities
have been for minority families a crushing burden. Racial discrimination has only
exacerbated the harmful relationship between poverty and family instability.

Racism is only too apparent in housing patterns in our major cities and suburbs. Witness the
deterioration of inner cities and the segregation of many suburban areas by means of unjust
practices of social steering and blockbusting. Witness also the high proportion of Hispanics,
blacks, and Indians on welfare and the fact that the median income of nonwhite families is
only 63% of the average white family income. Moreover, the gap between the rich and the
poor is widening, not decreasing.(10)
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Racism is apparent when we note that the population is our prisons consists
disproportionately of minorities; that violent crime is the daily companion of a life of poverty
and deprivation; and that the victims of such crimes are also disproportionately nonwhite
and poor. Racism is also apparent in the attitudes and behavior of some law enforcement
officials and in the unequal availability of legal assistance.

Finally, racism is sometimes apparent in the growing sentiment that too much is being given
to racial minorities by way of affirmative action programs or allocations to redress long-
standing imbalances in minority representation and government-funded programs for the
disadvantaged. At times, protestations claiming that all persons should be treated equally
reflect the desire to maintain a status quo that favors one race and social group at the

expense of the poor and the nonwhite.

Racism obscures the evils of the past and denies the burdens that history has placed upon
the shoulders of our black, Hispanic, Native American, and Asian brothers and sisters. An
honest look at the past makes plain the need for restitution wherever possible - makes
evident the justice of restoration and redistribution.

A Look at the Past

Racism has been part of the social fabric of America since its European colonization.
Whether it be the tragic past of the Native Americans, the Mexicans, the Puerto Ricans, or
the blacks, the story is one of slavery, peonage, economic exploration, brutal repression,
and cultural neglect. All have suffered indignity; most have been uprooted, defrauded or
dispossessed of their lands; and none have escaped one or another form of collective
degradation by a powerful majority. Our history is littered with the debris of broken promises
and treaties, as well as lynchings and massacres that almost destroyed the Indians,
humiliated the Hispanics, and crushed the blacks.

But despite this tragic history, the racial minorities of our country have survived and
increased. Each racial group has sunk its roots deep in the soil of our culture, thus helping
to give to the United States its unique character and its diverse coloration. The contribution
of each racial minority is distinctive and rich; each is a source of internal strength for our
nation. The history of all gives a witness to a truth absorbed by now into the collective
consciousness of Americans: their struggle has been a pledge of liberty and a challenge to
future greatness.

Racism Today
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Crude and blatant expression of racist sentiment, though they occasionally exist, are today
considered bad form. Yet racism itself persists in convert ways. Under the guise of other
motives, it is manifest in the tendency to stereotype and marginalize whole segments of the
population whose presence perceived as a threat. It is manifest also in the indifference that
replaces open hatred. The minority poor are seen as the dross of a post-industrial society --
without skills, without motivation, without incentive. They are expendable. Many times the
new face of racism is the computer print-out, the graph of profits and losses, the pink slip,
the nameless statistic. Today's racism flourishes in the triumph of private concern over
public responsibility, individual success over social commitment, and personal fulfillment
over authentic compassion. Then too, we recognize that racism also exists in the attitude
and behavior of some who are themselves members of minority groups. Christian ideals of
justice must be brought to bear in both the private and the public sector in order that covert
racism be eliminated wherever it exists.

The new forms of racism must be brought face-to-face with the figure of Christ. It is Christ's
word that is the judgment on this world; it is Christ's cross that is the measure of our
response; and it is Christ's face that is the composite of all persons but in a most significant
way of today's poor, today's marginal people, today's minorities.

God's Judgment and Promise

The Voice of Scripture

The Christian response to the challenges of our times is to be found in the Good News of
Jesus. The words that signaled the start of His public ministry must be the watchword for
every Christian response to injustice, "He unrolled the scroll and found the passage where it
was written: The spirit of the Lord is upon me; therefore, he has anointed me. He has sent
me to bring glad tidings to the poor, to proclaim liberty to captives, recovery of sight to the
blind and release to prisoners, to announce a year of favor from the Lord. Rolling up the
scroll he gave it back ...and sat down..."Today this Scripture passage is fulfilling in your

hearing'." (11)

God's word proclaims the oneness of the human family -- from the first words of Genesis, to
the "Come, Lord Jesus" of the Book of Revelation. God's word in Genesis announces that all
men and women are created in God's image; not just some races and racial types, but all
bear the imprint of the Creator and are enlivened by the breath of His one Spirit.

In proclaiming the liberation of Israel, God's word proclaims the liberation of all people from
slavery. God's word further proclaims that all people are accountable to and for each other.
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This is the message of that great parable of the Final Judgment: "When the Son of Man
comes in his glory, escorted by all the angels of heaven. . . all the nations will be assembled
before him. Then he will separate them into two groups. . . The king will say to those on his
right: '‘Come. You have my Father's blessing! . . . For | was hungry and you gave me food, |
was thirsty and you gave me drink. | was a stranger and you welcomed me. . . . | assure
you, as often as you did it for one of my least brothers, you did it for me.(12)

God's word proclaims that the person "who listens to God's word but does not put it into
practice is like a man who looks into a mirror at the face he was born with . . . then goes off
and promptly forgets what he looked like."(13) We have forgotten that we "are strangers and
aliens no longer . . . . [We] are fellow citizens of the saints and members of the household of
God. [We] form a building which rises on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with
Christ Jesus himself as the capstone.'(14)

The Voice of the Church

This is the mystery of our Church, that all men and women are brothers and sisters, all one

in Christ, all bear the image of the Eternal God. The Church is truly universal, embracing all
races, for it is "the visible sacrament of this saving unity.(15) The Church, moreover, follows

the example of its founder and, "through its children, is one with [people] of every condition,
but especially with the poor and the afflicted."(16)

This Church has a duty to proclaim the truth about the human being as disclosed in the truth
about Jesus Christ. As our Holy Father Pope John Paul Il has written: "On account of the
mystery of the Redemption [every human being] is entrusted to the solicitude of the Church."
The human being is "the primary and fundamental way for the Church."(17)

It is important to realize in the case racism that deal we are dealing with a distortion at the
very heart of human nature. The ultimate remedy against evils such as this will not come
solely from human effort. What is needed is the recreation of the human being according to
the image revealed in Jesus Christ. For He reveals in himself what each human being can
and must become.

How great, therefore, is that sin of racism which weakens the Church's witness as the
universal sign of unity among all peoples! How great the scandal given by racist Catholics
who make the Body of Christ, the Church, a sign of racial oppression! Yet all too often the
Church in our country has been for many a "white Church," a racist institution.

Each of us as Catholics must acknowledge a share in the mistakes and sins of the past.
Many of us have been prisoners of fear and prejudice. We have preached the Gospel while

https://www.usccb.org/committees/african-american-affairs/brothers-and-sisters-us 7715



9/14/23, 8:23 PM Brothers and Sisters to Us | USCCB

closing our eyes to the racism it condemns. We have allowed conformity to social pressures
to replace compliance with social justice.

But past mistakes must not hinder the Church's response to the challenges of the present.
Worldwide, the Church today is not just European and American; it is also African, Asian,
Indian, and Oceanic. It is western, eastern, northern, and southern, black and also brown,
white and also red and yellow. In our country, one quarter of the Catholics are Spanish
speaking. A million blacks make Catholicism one of the largest denominations among black
Americans today. Among our nation's original inhabitants, the Native Americans, the
Church's presence is increasingly becoming developed and expressed within the cultures
of the various Native American tribes.

It is a fact that Catholic dioceses and religious communities across the country for years
have committed selected personnel and substantial funds to relieve oppression and to
correct injustices and have striven to bring the Gospel to the diverse racial groups in our
land. The Church has sought to aid the poor and downtrodden, who for the most part are
also the victims of racial oppression. But this relationship has been and remains two-sided
and reciprocal; for the initiative of racial minorities, clinging to their Catholic faith, has helped
the Church to grow, adapt, and become truly Catholic and remarkably diverse. Today in our
own land the face of Catholicism is the face of all humanity--a face of many colors, a
countenance of many cultural forms.

Yet more is needed. The prophetic voice of the Church, which is to be heard in every
generation and even to the ends of the earth, must not be muted -- especially not by the
counter witness of some of its own people. Let the Church speak out, not only in the
assemblies of the bishops, but in every diocese and parish in the land, in every chapel and
religious house, in every school, in every social service agency, and in every institution that
bears the name Catholic. As Pope John Paul Il has proclaimed, the Church must be aware
of the threats to humanity and of all that opposes the endeavor to make life itself more
human. The Church must strive to make every element of human life correspond to the true
dignity of the human person.(18) And during his recent visit to this country, Pope John Paul
Il discussed the direct implications of this for the Church in the United States:

"It will always remain one of the glorious achievements of this nation that, when people
looked toward America, they received together with freedom also a chance for their own
advancement. This tradition must be honored also today. The freedom that was gained must
be ratified each day by the firm rejection of whatever wounds, weakens or dishonors human
life. And so | appeal to all who love freedom and justice to give a chance to all in need, to
the poor and the powerless. Break open the hopeless cycles poverty and ignorance that are
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still the lot of too many of our brothers and sisters; the hopeless cycles of prejudices that
linger on despite enormous progress toward effective equality in education and
employment; the cycles of despair in which are imprisoned all those that lack decent food,
shelter or employment. . . ." (19)

Therefore, let the Church proclaim to all that the sin of racism defiles the image of God and
degrades the sacred dignity of humankind which has been revealed by the mystery of the
Incarnation. Let all know that it is a terrible sin that mocks the cross of Christ and ridicules
the Incarnation. For the brother and sister of our Brother Jesus Christ are brother and sister
to us.

The Voice of the World

We find God's will for us not only in the word of Scripture and in the teaching of his Church
but also in the issues and events of secular society. "The Church...recognizes that worthy
elements are found in today's social movements, especially an evolution toward unity, a
process of wholesome socialization and of association in civic and economic realms." (20)
Thus spoke the Church in the Second Vatican Council. That same Council urged the
Church, especially the laity, to work in the temporal sphere on behalf of justice and the unity
of human kind.(21)

With this in mind, we pay special tribute to those who have struggled and struggle today for
civil rights and economic justice in our own country. Nor do we overlook the United Nations'
Universal Declaration of Human Rights which still speaks to the conscience of the entire
world and the several international covenants which demand the elimination of
discrimination based on race. None of these, unfortunately, have been ratified by our
country, whereas we in America should have been the first to do so. All have a duty to heed
the voice of God speaking in these documents.

Our Response

Racism is not merely one sin among many; it is a radical evil that divides the human family
and denies the new creation of a redeemed world. To struggle against it demands an
equally radical transformation, in our own minds and hearts as well as in the structure of our
society.

Conversion is the ever present task of each Christian. In offering certain guidelines for this
change of heart as it pertains to racism, we note that these are only first steps in what ought
to be a continuing dialogue throughout the Catholic community and the nation at large. In

https://www.usccb.org/committees/african-american-affairs/brothers-and-sisters-us 9/15



9/14/23, 8:23 PM Brothers and Sisters to Us | USCCB

this context we would urge that existing programs and plans, such as those dealing with
family ministry, parish renewal, and evangelization, be used as vehicles for implementing the
measures addressed here.

Our Personal Lives

To the extent that racial bias affects our personal attitudes and judgments, to the extent that
we allow another's race to influence our relationship and limit our openness, to the extent
that we see yet close our hearts to our brothers and sisters in need, (22) - to that extent we
are called to conversion and renewal in love and justice.

As individuals we should try to influence the attitudes of others by expressly rejecting racial
stereotypes, racial slurs and racial jokes. We should influence the members of our families,
especially our children, to be sensitive to the authentic human values and cultural
contributions of each racial grouping in our country.

We should become more sensitive ourselves and thereby sensitize our acquaintances by
learning more about how social structures inhibit the economic, educational, and social
advancement of the poor. We should make a personal commitment to join with others in
political efforts to bring about justice for the victims of such deprivation.

Our Community Church

The church must be constantly attentive to the Lord's voice as He calls on His people daily
not to harden their hearts.(23) We urge that on all levels the Catholic Church in the United
States examine it's conscience regarding attitudes and behavior towards blacks, Hispanics,
Native Americans, and Asians. We urge consideration of the evil of racism as it exists in the
local Church and reflection upon the means of combating it. We urge scrupulous attention at
every level to insure that minority representation goes beyond mere tokenism and involves
authentic sharing in responsibility and decision making.

We encourage Catholics to join hands with members of other religious groups in the spirit of
ecumenism to achieve the common objectives of justice and peace. During the struggle for
legal recognition of racial justice, an important chapter in American history was written as
religious groups, Jewish, Protestants, and Catholic, joined in support of civil rights
movement which found much of it's initiative and inspiration within the black Protestant
Churches. This cooperation should continue to serve as a model for our times.
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All too often in the very places where blacks, Hispanics, Native Americans, and Asians are
numerous, the Church's officials and representatives, both clerical and lay, are
predominantly white. Efforts to achieve racial balance in government, the media, the armed
services, and other crucial areas of secular life should not only be supported but surpassed
in the institutions and the programs of the Catholic Church.

Particular care should be taken to foster vocations among minority groups.(24) Training for
the priesthood, the permanent diaconate, and religious life should not entail an
abandonment of culture and traditions or a loss of racial identity but should seek ways in
which such culture and traditions might contribute to that training. Special attention is
required whenever it is necessary to correct racist attitudes or behaviors among seminary
staff and seminarians. Seminary education ought to include an awareness of the history and
the contributions of minorities as well as an appreciation of the enrichment of the liturgical
expression, especially at the local parish level, which can be found in their respective
cultures.

We affirm the teachings of Vatican Il on the liturgy by noting that "the liturgy is the summit
toward which the activity of the Church is directed." (25) The Church must "respect and
foster the spiritual . . . gifts of the various races and peoples" (26) and encourage the
incorporation of these gifts into the liturgy.

We see the value of fostering greater diversity of racial and minority group representation in
the hierarchy. Furthermore, we call for the adoption of an effective affirmative action
program in every diocese and religious institution.

We strongly urge that special attention be directed to the plight of undocumented workers
and that every effort be made to remove the fear and prejudice of which they are victims.

We ask in particular that Catholic institutions such as schools, universities, social service
agencies, and hospitals, where members of racial minorities are often employed in large
numbers, review their policies to see that they faithfully conform to the Church's teaching on
justice for workers and respect for their rights. We recommend that investment portfolios be
examined in order to determine whether racist institutions and policies are inadvertently
being supported; and that, wherever possible, the capital of religious groups be made
available for new forms of alternative investment, such as cooperatives, land trusts, and
housing for the poor. We further recommend that Catholic institutions avoid the services of
agencies and industries which refuse to take affirmative action to achieve equal opportunity
and that the Church itself always be a model as an equal opportunity employer.
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We recommend that leadership training programs be established on the local level in order
to encourage effective leadership among racial minorities on all levels of the Church, local
as well as national.

In particular, we recommend the active spiritual and financial support of associations and
institutions organized by Catholic blacks, Hispanics, Native Americans, and Asians within
the Church for the promotion of ministry to and by their respective communities. There is
also a need for more attention to finding ways in which minorities can work together across
racial and cultural lines to avoid duplication and competition among themselves. There is
also a need for cooperative efforts between racial minorities and other social action groups,
such as labor and the women's movement.

Finally, we urgently recommend the continuation and expansion of Catholic schools in the
inner cities and other disadvantaged areas. No other form of Christian ministry has been
more widely acclaimed or desperately sought by leaders of various racial communities. For
a century and a half the Church in the United States has been distinguished by its efforts to
educate the poor and disadvantaged, many of whom are not of the Catholic faith. That
tradition continues today in - among other places - Catholic schools, where so many blacks,
Hispanics, Native Americans, and Asians receive a form of education and formation which
constitutes a key to greater freedom and dignity. It would be tragic if today, in the face of
acute need and even near despair, the Church, for centuries the teacher and the guardian
of civilization, should withdraw from this work in our own society. No sacrifice can be so
great, no price can be so high, no short-range goals can be so important as to warrant the
lessening of our commitment to Catholic education in minority neighborhoods. More affluent
parishes should be made aware of this need and of their opportunity to share resources with
the poor and needy in a way that recognizes the dignity of both giver and receiver.

Society at Large

Individuals move on many levels in our complex society: each of us is called to speak and
act in many different settings. In each case may we speak and act according to our
competence and as the Gospel bids us. With this as our prayer, we refrain from giving
detailed answers to complex questions on which we ourselves have no special
competence. Instead, we propose several guidelines of a general nature.

The difficulties of these new times demand a new vision and a renewed courage to
transform our society and achieve justice for all. We must fight for the dual goals of racial
and economic justice with determination and creativity. Domestically, justice demands that
we strive for authentic full employment, recognizing the special need for employment of

https://www.usccb.org/committees/african-american-affairs/brothers-and-sisters-us 12/15



9/14/23, 8:23 PM Brothers and Sisters to Us | USCCB

those who, whether men or women, carry the principal responsibility for support of a family.
Justice also demands that we strive for decent working conditions, adequate income,
housing, education, and health care for all. Government at the national and local levels must
be held accountable by all citizens for the essential services which all are entitled to receive.
The private sector should work with various racial communities to insure that they receive a
just share of the profits they have helped to create.

Globally, we live in an interdependent community of nations, some rich, some poor. Some
are high consumers of the world's resources; some eke out an existence on a near
starvation level. As it happens, most of the rich, consuming nations are white and Christian;
most of the world's poor are of other races and religions.

Concerning our relationship to other nations, our Christian faith suggests several principles.
First, racial difference should not interfere with our dealing justly and peacefully with all other
nations. Secondly, those nations which possess more of the world's riches must, in justice,
share with those who are in serious need. Finally, the private sector should be aware of its
responsibility to promote racial justice, not subordination or exploitation, to promote genuine
development in poor societies, not mere consumerism and materialism.

Conclusion

Our words here are an initial response to one of the major concerns which emerged during
the consultation on social justice entitled "a Call to Action," which was part of the US Catholic
participation in the national bicentennial. The dialogue must continue among the Catholics of
our country. We have proposed guidelines and principles and as the bishops of the Catholic
Conference in the United States, we must give the leadership to this effort by a commitment
of our time, of personnel and of significant financial resources. Others must develop the
programs and plan operations. There must be no turning back along the road of justice, no
sighing for bygone times of privilege, no nostalgia for simple solutions from another age. For
we are children of the age to come, when the first shall be last and the last shall be first,
when blessed are they who serve Christ the Lord in all His brothers and sisters, especially
those who are poor and suffer injustice.

Endnotes

1. 1. 1. Discrimination and Christian Conscience. National Catholic Welfare
Conference. 1958.

2. National Race Crisis. National Conference of Catholic Bishops. 1968.
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In 1717, a prominent Jesuit priest handed over a sprawling Maryland plantation controlled by his Catholic order to a

new owner. Amid the hogs and milk cows, candlesticks and chalices were 15 enslaved men, women and children.

The Jesuits soon regained control of the estate and their human property. But the handwritten deed, the oldest known
record of Jesuit slaveholding in Maryland, made plain what some settlers already knew: The Jesuits had turned to the
enslavement of human beings to help fuel the growth of the early Catholic Church.

Father Tim Kesicki holds a document of slave sales recorded in 1832 inside of St. Ignatius
Catholic Church in Port Tobacco, Md. Michael A. McCoy for The New York Times

By 1838, the Jesuit order owned about 300 people. Forced labor and the profits derived from the sales of people helped
to sustain the clergy and to finance the construction and the day-to-day operations of churches and schools, including
the nation’s first Catholic institution of higher learning, the college known today as Georgetown University.

The enslaved people — the Black men, women and children who sustained the Jesuits and helped to drive the church’s
expansion — are invisible in the origin story traditionally told about the Catholic Church in the United States. But, as
scholars, journalists, genealogists and Jesuit researchers dig deeper into this history, that is beginning to change.

I have spent nearly five years poring over 18th and 19th-century records scattered in archives, courthouses and
historical societies in Washington, D.C., Maryland and Louisiana to illuminate the lives of these families. I am Black
and I am Catholic. And my research has completely transformed my understanding of my church.
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Mary Elizabeth Gough, born 1853. Erin Brown, via Jesuits Slavery, History, Memory, and
Reconciliation Project

We often view the Catholic Church as a northern church, an immigrant church. But in the early decades of the
American republic, the church established its foothold in the South, relying on plantations and enslaved laborers for
its survival and expansion, according to historians and archival documents.

The Jesuits, who built the foundations of the early Catholic Church, believed that the enslaved had souls. But they also
viewed Black people as assets to be bought and sold. At the time, the Catholic Church did not view slaveholding as
immoral.

So priests baptized the children of the enslaved, blessed their marriages and required the people they owned to attend
Mass, Jesuit records show. But the records also describe whippings, harsh plantation conditions, families torn apart
by slave sales and hardships experienced by people shipped far from home as the church expanded.

The forced labor of enslaved people like Frank Campbell, Peter Hawkins and the parents of Mary Elizabeth Gough
supported Jesuit missions, churches and schools all across the country, in Maryland, Pennsylvania, Missouri,
Kentucky, Louisiana, Alabama, Illinois and Kansas, Jesuit records show.
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Peter Hawkins at Saint Stanislaus, circa 1905. William Grace, SJ., via Jesuits Slavery, History,
Memory, and Reconciliation Project

“We live at present in rotten logg house so old & decayed that at every blast of wind we are afraid of our lives,”
Thomas Brown, an enslaved man who was forced from Maryland to Missouri to serve Jesuit priests establishing a
mission there, wrote in a letter to the Jesuit leadership in 1833.

In the letter, Mr. Brown said that he and his wife were poorly treated by the Jesuit priest who served as president of
Saint Louis University. He begged them to allow him to buy himself and his wife out of bondage.

There is no indication that he received a response.

Now, nearly two centuries after the Maryland Jesuits sold off most of their human property, the Jesuit conference of
priests in the United States has reached an agreement with the descendants of the people they once owned, promising
to raise $100 million to benefit descendants and to promote racial healing initiatives across the nation.

My hope is that the news will inspire us to take a closer look at our history. The records and photos emerging from the
archives and from the family albums of descendants are revealing fuller and richer portraits of the enslaved people
who helped to build the Catholic Church.

[Read my story about the order’s pledge to raise $100 million.]
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Georgetown University campus last week. Kevin Lamarque/Reuters

Rachel L. Swarns is a journalist and author who covers race and race relations as a contributing writer for The New York Times. Her articles about
Georgetown University’s roots in slavery touched off a national conversation about American universities and their ties to this painful period of history.
More about Rachel L. Swarns
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FIGURE INTRO.2. On June 9, 1947, Elizabeth Louise Ebo of Bloomington, Illinois; Hilda Rita Brickus of

Brooklyn, New York; Pauline Catherine Townsend of Washington, DC; Mary Antonette Gale of Pine Bluff,
Arkansas; and Bessie Lee Hardy of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, professed their first vows as members of
the Sisters of Saint Mary (now the Franciscan Sisters of Mary) in St. Louis, Missouri. Two members of the
historically Black Oblate Sisters of Providence, whose order had served in St. Louis since 1881 and had
broken some of the earliest racial barriers in the archdiocese can be seen seated on the right. Members
of the Oblate Sisters of Providence regularly attended the investiture and profession ceremonies of pio-
neering Black sisters in white congregations in a show of solidarity and support. Courtesy of the Ameri-

can Catholic History Research Center and University Archives at Catholic University of America.

In narrating the history of racial segregation and exclusion in female religious life
and the wider Church, this book recovers the story of Black Catholic sisters as vanguard
antiracist educators, desegregation pioneers, and champions of Black women’s leader-

ship. Without knowledge of this largely suppressed history, one cannot begin to under-
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