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E very year we celebrate the two great events that define us as Christians: 
the death of Jesus on the Cross, and His resurrection from the dead.  
We commemorate the worst sin, deicide, the killing of the Savior −  
and the greatest of all graces, His resurrection from the dead.

Born into slavery in Missouri 
in 1854, Augustus Tolton was 
allowed to be baptized by his 
owners, and raised in the Catholic 
faith by his mother. In 1862 his 
mother escaped and took her three 
children – traveling forty miles by 
night – and crossed the Mississip-
pi River to the free state of Illinois. 
(It reminds me of Moses crossing 
the Red Sea, as we read at the 
Easter Vigil.)

When we were baptized, we were 
immersed into Jesus’ own death 
– and into His resurrection. Thus 
our own lives contain small deaths 
and resurrections, in preparation 
for our “final” death on this earth 
– and resurrection into eternal life. 
For some people, these aren’t really 
“small” deaths and resurrections, 
but life changing.

Let me give an example. 
Living in the late 19th century, 

Father Augustus Tolton was the first 
African American ordained to the 
Catholic priesthood in the USA. 
In January of this year, a group of 
parishioners from St. Patrick’s West 
Oakland and I traveled over to Star 
of the Sea Parish in San Francis-
co to see a production of the play 
“Tolton: From Slave to Priest,” the 
story of his life. Few plays have 
made such an impact on me.

Lent and Easter. 
Death and 
Resurrection.

But all was not easy for free 
Blacks. The play shows how the 
Tolton family struggled to survive 
with manual labor jobs in factories 
while enduring harassment and 
segregation. Yet all the while their 
Catholic faith sustained Augustus 
and his family − even when white 
Catholic families objected to the 
presence of a Black child in one all-
white Catholic school. 

Yet the pastor of St. Peter’s Parish 
in Quincy, Illinois, took Augustus 
into his school, and the nuns took 
him under their wing, tutoring 
him so he could catch up with his 
peers. The young man served Mass 
and taught as a catechist for other 
Black children, and over time, ex-
pressed an interest in studying for 
the priesthood. 

His pastor, an Irishman named 
Father McGirr, believed in Augus-
tus, and the local bishop offered 
to pay his seminary expenses. Yet 
there was one problem. After seven 
years applying to diocesan seminar-
ies and religious order novitiates, 
no seminary in the United States 

“Where sin abounds, there grace abounds all the more.” (Romans 5:20)
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would accept him as a candidate for 
the priesthood because of his race. 
(Another experience of “death.”) 
Father McGirr appealed to the  
Vatican on Augustus’ behalf, and 
the young man was accepted to 

study in Rome at the mission-
ary seminary of the Society  
for the Propagation of the 
Faith. (Ecco: an experience  
of the “Resurrection.”) 

Augustus kissed his mother 
goodbye and set sail for the 
Eternal City. He completed the 
six-year course of philosophy, 
theology and Scripture − and 
mastered Latin, Italian, Greek 
and Hebrew. Father Augustus 
was ordained a priest in 
the Archbasilica of the 
Lateran on Holy Satur-
day, 1886, and celebrat-
ed his First Mass on 
Easter Sunday morning 

in St. Peter’s Basilica. 
(A dream come true, and  
an experience on earth  
of “Resurrection.”) 

Father Tolton had been 
preparing to work as a 
missionary and thought he 
would be sent to Africa, but 
the cardinal in charge sent 
him back to the USA − to 
his hometown of Quincy. It 
did not go well. Not because 
of Father Tolton − he was 
an outstanding priest − but 
because of the racism and 
clerical jealousy. One local 
priest in particular was 
upset because both Black 
and white Catholics came to Father 
Tolton’s Mass − at a time there was 
strict segregation. People came 
because Father Tolton preached 
so well, and had an outstanding 
singing voice for celebrating High 
Mass. The Catholic priest was upset 
Father Tolton was “stealing” his 
white parishioners. And Protestant 
Black clergymen were not happy 
that some of their people were 
converting to Catholicism. Jesus 
said, “No prophet is welcome in his 

hometown.” Luke 4:24. (Another 
experience of “death.”)

In the midst of this trial, the 
Archbishop of Chicago invited 
Father Tolton to come and found 
a parish for Black Catholics. In 
those days, most ethnic groups 
gravitated to “national parishes” 
for Italians, Poles, Germans, Irish, 
etc. Father Tolton poured his whole 
self into his ministry, starting his 
parish from scratch to serve the 
Black Catholic community on the 
South Side of Chicago. He started 
out using the basement of another 
Catholic church, and eventually 
raised enough money to buy land 
and build St. Monica’s. 

May Christ 
guide you 

through all 
life’s “deaths 

and resurrec-
tions” until 

we experience, 
with and in 

Jesus Christ, 
our final death 

and eternal 
Resurrection.”

Father Tolton’s hard work on be-
half of African Americans in society 
and in his parish took its toll. On a 
hot and steamy day in July of 1897, 
Father Augustus collapsed on the 
street from heat stroke and died the 
same evening. He was only 43. 
(His final “death.”) 

St. Monica’s Church was packed 
for Father Tolton’s funeral Mass, 
attended by over 100 priests.  
His mother Martha was in the 
front row. He was buried, at his 
expressed wish, back in his home-
town of Quincy, in the priests’ 
plot, in the town that “kicked him 
out.” Resurrection!

Father Tolton’s cause for canon-
ization has been opened and 
Pope Francis has declared  
him venerable. Now many  
of us are praying for miracles 
to be granted through his 
intercession. I believe he is  
a saint, and I am praying to 
him to intercede to God for 
our diocese.

If you would like to experi-
ence death and resurrection, 
please attend the Holy Week 
and Easter services at your 
parish. I also recommend 
you join me in helping raise 
awareness of Father Tolton’s 
cause. We are raising money 
and sponsors to host at least 
five performances of “Tolton: 
Slave to Priest” in our diocese 
in early May. If you would like 
to honor his memory, and ex-
perience through his eyes the 
evil of racism in our country 

− and the power of Faith, ask your 
pastor if your parish or school can 
host this event. 

Father Tolton’s life proves that 
“Where sin abounds, grace abounds 
all the more.” May Christ guide you 
through all life’s “deaths and resur-
rections” until we experience, with 
and in Jesus Christ, our final death 
and eternal Resurrection. 
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Chicago was kinder to Father 
Tolton. Neighboring priests took 
up collections in their churches to 
help him build his. Father Tolton 
received invitations to speak all 
around the East to Black and white 
congregations, and used the occa-
sions to raise consciousness on the 
plight of his neglected and disen-
franchised brothers and sisters. He 
lived to see his new church conse-
crated. (“Resurrection.”)
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