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November is Black Catholic History Month

Black Catholic History Month was established in 1990 through the advocacy of
the National Black Catholic Clergy Caucus. During the same year, the first celebration
of Black Catholic History Month began in November in various cities in the United
States with the celebration of St. Martin de Porres’ Feast Day. On November 3 of
threat year, a liturgy celebrated the 150" anniversary of his transition to eternal life. In
the world today there are more than 200 million people of African descent in the Roman
Catholic Church.

The reason for the selection of November to celebrate Black Catholic History is

the number of important dates within this month:

e November 1- All Saints Day- an opportunity to review the lives of saints of African

descent living in the first 300 years of Church history;

e November 2- All Souls Day- a time to remember the Africans lost in the cruel
treatment in the Middle Passage;

e November 3- The Feast Day of St. Martin de Porres, the only saint of African
descent in this hemisphere;

¢ November 20- the death of Zumbi Palmares in Brazil, the South American

founder of a free state for Blacks.

Black Catholic History Month is a time for us to celebrate the contributions of

Black Catholics to the Roman Catholic tradition. Six men and women of African

descent who ministered in the U.S. are on the road to sainthood. Three of them have

taken the first step toward sainthood by being declared a “servant of God”- which
means the Congregation for the Causes of Saints has enough evidence to open a
case. The three others have reached the second step of being declared “venerable”-

which means the pope has decided that the person has lived a life of “heroic virtue.”

The remaining steps- beatification and canonization- require proof of a miracle at

each state. Please pray to each of these candidates and learn about their lives.



Ways to Celebrate

Exhibit symbols that reflect African American Culture: pictures, religious symbols,
kente cloth, Bible enthronements.

Highlight Black Catholic Role Models: The Six Black Catholics on the Road to
Sainthood, Black saints, local people in the parish or community.

Write essays or present plays about Black Catholics

Create/Develop/Design Liturgical Celebrations/Prayer Services

Invite Black priests, sisters, deacons, and lay leaders to celebrate prayer
services and other activities with the young people of your parish.

Incorporate music from Lead Me, Guide Me, the African American Catholic
Hymnal.

Recite/Create a prayer for the Six Black Catholics on the Road to Sainthood.
Display the African American Josephite Calendar.

Display pictures of the Six Black Catholics on the Road to Sainthood.

Sponsor a DVD or video showing and facilitate a discussion on African American
themes.

FACTS AND FIGURES

Who was the first African mentioned in the Gospels?

The first African, in the New Testament, was mentioned in the Gospel of Matthew,

Simon of Cyrene (Matthew 27:32). Simon was pressed into service to carry the cross of

Jesus. This even is highlighted in the fifth station of the cross.

Tell the story of the account of the baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch.

In the Acts of the Apostles, Chapter 8:26-40, we read the account of the Ethiopian

Eunuch. This person was a Black person baptized by Philip. The Ethiopian Eunuch was

the court official in charge of the treasury of the Queen of the Ethiopians. “Ethiopian



refers to a person of color from Africa. The Greeks used the word, which means “burnt,”
or darker skin.

Was one of the “Wise Men” Black at the birth of Jesus?

In the Infancy Narrative there is a reference to Melchior of Persia, whose likeness

remains today in the Christian crib set.

Notable African Catholic Saints

St. Frumentius (d. 380) was from Syria. He was a slave and held a trusted position in
the royal court at Axum. Frumentius was a person of great faith. He opened chapels in
Ethiopia, and did mission work. Frumentius was very instrumental in the conversion of
the Ethiopian King Ezana. After his freedom, he was later ordained Bishop by St.
Athanasius, the Patriarch of Alexandria. Frumentius was the first Bishop of Ethiopia.

How many Popes were African? Three

St. Victor | (186-197) from the Roman province in Africa; St. Miltiades (311-314) born in

Rome of African descent; and St. Gelasius (492-496) born in Rome of African descent.
Did you know about these African people?
St. Zeno was bishop of Verona in Italy. He died in 372.

St. Maurice and a group of Ethiopian Christian soldiers called the “Theban Legion”
belong to the Roman army. In the Middle Third Century, this group while servicing in
Switzerland were told to take part in a heathen service, but refused. The group was later
butchered.

St. Moses the Black was a convert and leader of a band of monks in the desert who
were martyred about 410. He was one of the most in influential monks in the world.
Because of Moses the Black, many women and men sought a life of prayer in the desert

in the cenobitic style of sharing means and community in Upper Egypt and Ethiopia.



St. Monica was the Mother of St. Augustine. Monica was an African woman of great
faith who prayed for her son to turn against evil. Before her death, Monica had the great
joy of knowing that her son had come back to God and used his talents to build up
Christ’s Church.

St. Augustine was born in Tagaste, Africa, and was the son of Monica. At the age of 33
he turned back to God as was baptized Catholic. Augustine was later ordained a priest
and later Co-Bishop of Hippo. He led a holy and simple life, writing over 200 books,
letters, and sermons. His writings are still read today. St. Augustine’s feast day is
August 28.

St. Martin de Porres (1579-1639) was the first African American saint. Martin de
Porres was of Spanish and African descent. He was the first Dominican professed Black
brother in 1603. Martin de Porres is called “Father of the Poor” because of his charitable

acts and his dedication to prayer. He was canonized a saint in 1962.

St. Esteban (Stephen) (d. 1536), native of Morocco, was a member of the Spanish

exploration party of Panfilo de Naruaez.

St. Charles Lwanga and the Ugandan Martyrs. In the resource Black Christian Saints
and Other Exemplary Black Men and Women, (pgs. 128-131), we read the story of faith
filled witness of the Ugandan Royal Pages. This story highlights how even to the point
of death they didn’t give up their faith, and celebrated their execution with joy. The
Martyrs of Uganda were beatified in 1902 and canonized by St. Pope Paul VI on
October 18, 1964.

Who is the founder of the Blessed Sacrament Sisters?

St. Katherine Drexel was the founder of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament and the
first and only Black Catholic University in the United States, Xavier University in New
Orleans, Louisiana. She was canonized on October 15t, 2000, becoming the second

recognized American born saint.

Doctor Lena Edwards (1901-1986). Dr. Lena Edwards was born in Washington, D.C.

She was a dedicated physician, and a mother of six. Lena was a very sincere Catholic.



She was a member of the Third Order of St. Francis, and was also very concerned
about the poor. Dr. Edwards was an active member of the Catholic Interracial Council in
Washington. In her later years, she taught college at Howard University Medical School,
and also began to minister to the Mexican American migrant workers in Texas. Dr.
Edwards was a determined woman who addressed the needs of the poor and women.
She had a very deep faith and dedicated her life to serving others.

Jean Baptiste Pointe du Sable (d. 1818) was an authentic woodsman and trader, and
trusted friend of the Native American people. He was the founder of the city of Chicago.

Harriet Thompson (1853), wrote to Pope Pius IX to plead for the Catholic Church to
minister to Black people in New York and address the concerns of racism. This was the
beginning of the Black Catholic Movement (Davis, 1990, pgs. 94-95).

Who was the first Black bishop in the United States?

Bishop James Healy, was ordained bishop of Portland, Maine in 1875.
Who was the first Black president of Georgetown University?

Fr. Patrick Healy, SJ in 1874.

Who was the first recognized Black priest?

Fr. Augustus Tolton from lllinois in 1886.



