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black brothers, 700 black sisters, 200 black seminarians, 5 black bishops (one
ordinary) and 3 black major superiors of women (for the three black religious
congregations).®

Marginalized people do not have access to the power of institutional au-
thority. Though the blacks who are bishops, pastors, and major superiors of
women participate in the ecclesial power structures at some level, their effec-
tive impact on the broader Catholic community is not highly visible or measur-
able. The real problem regarding the exercise of power in the Church for many
blacks and black Catholics is that blacks do not exercise significant institutional
authority in the black Catholic community.

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
[male and female] are predominately White,”

Despite the negative forces of racism and indifference which attended the
presence of black Catholics within the Church of the United States, despite
their de facto exclusion from the authoritative power of its hierarchical struc-
tures, it is quite evident that the black Catholic community has been gifted with
a variety of gifts for the building up of the Church and the proclamation of the
Gospel. The biographies of such black Catholic women as Elizabeth Adams
(Dark Symphony, 1942), Helen Caldwell Day (Color, Ebony, 1951), Ellen
Tarry (The Third Door, 1955), and Dr. Lena Edwards (Medicine, Motherhood
and Mercy, 1979) reveal that each of these black Catholic women were led by
the Spirit to deepen their journey with the Lord by joining the Catholic Church.
Through its sacraments and faithful members they were led to an expression of
their personal union in concrete ministries needed in the black community.
These individual stories are rooted in a long history of black Catholics who
stood up against the oppressive tides of the nation and continued to hope and
build ministries of service which were sacraments of salvation to slave and
freed blacks alike.

As early as the 1820s, while the institution of slavery still was a strong
force in the United States, black Catholic women from Cuba (Elizabeth Lange)
and Santo Domingo (Elizabeth Balas, Rosina Boegue and Almaide Duchemin)
were the first negroes in the United States to take religious vows. Rev. Jacques
Joubert, with whom the two Elizabeths had shared their vision of a school for
negro education, suggested that the women form a society to give their work
greater stability. In 1831 the Oblate Sisters of Providence of Baltimore were
approved as a religious Congregation by Gregory XVI.# One attempt to found a
bi-racial community in Kentucky in 1824 by Rev. Charles Nerinckx failed
when his successor discontinued the negro side. In 1842 the second successful
Congregation of black women was founded in New Orleans by Henriette De
Lisle and Juliette Gaudin, two free-born negro women. This foundation, the

“Hard statistical data regarding black Catholics is difficult to ascertain. These statistics are ad-
justed from 1975 data circulated by the National Office of Black Catholics.

T“Brothers and Sisters to Us,” op. cit. p. 12.

S«Where He leads me I will follow,” excerpts from the official Diary of the Oblate Sisters of
Providence, Baltimore, MD, and Maria M. Lannon, “Mother Mary Elizabeth Lange” (Washington,
DC: Josephite Pastoral Center, 1976).

“Mary Francis Borgia Hart, SSF. Violets in the King's Garden (private publication, Holy Fam-
ily Sisters, New Orleans).
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Sisters of the Holy Family, was supported by the vicar general of the diocese
and a French immigrant woman, Marie Jeanne Aliquot. These women provided
for the needs of the abandoned slaves and orphaned children.” The third con-
gregation of black women religious was founded in 1916 in Savannah by
Mother Theodore and Rev. Ignatius Lissner. The original intent of this founda-
tion was to fulfill the state legislation which required negro children to be edu-
cated by Negroes. This Congregation is presently in Harlem.'® The first black
Catholic priests ordained for the United States were the Healy Brothers (1854,
1858, 1864). These men and others were not permitted in the seminaries of the
United States and so were educated in Paris, Rome and Belgium.'' The black
lay Catholic movement was nationalized with the first Colored Catholic Con-
gress in Washiangton, DC, in 1889. The aim of the three Congresses was to
explore the ways in which lay members could assist in the mission of the
Church to “convert and educate our race.”'?

Compelled by the “signs of the times” the contemporary black Catholic
movement, comprised of the National Black Clergy Caucus (1968), the Na-
tional Black Sisters Conference (1968), the National Black Seminarians Associ-
ation (1970), the National Black Catholic Lay Caucus (1970) and intercon-
nected by the National Office of Black Catholics (1970), shares the common
agenda of confronting institutional racism within the church of the United
States and assuming indigenous leadership of the black Catholic community. In
1975, the Sisters of Judith were founded in Detroit “to answer the need for lay
leadership development and greater involvement in the Church in the Black
Catholic community.” These women are trained to minister to their families,
their community and the parishes within their geographic area and are commis-
sioned by the local bishop.'? All of these foundations and associations as well
as many others (Knights and Ladies of St. Peter Claver, Archdiocesan Black
Catholics/Chicago, Offices of Black Catholics) are the result of the movement
of the Spirit which has led black Catholics to assume the leadership of their
communities, to become subjects of their own ecclesial history. All are efforts
to enrich the entire black community with the Catholic tradition as it concretely
objectifies Jesus’ liberating message of salvation.

Those black Catholics who have been awakened to their baptismal obliga-
tion to proclaim the Gospel well understand the teachings of the Decree Ad
gE’HFPS.'

If the Church is to be in a position to offer all humankind the mystery of salvation
and the life brought by God then it must implant itself among all these groups in the
same way that Christ by his Incarnation committed himself to the particular social
and cultural circumstances of the persons among whom he lived . . . (10)

Various types of ministry are necessary for the implanting and growth of the Chris-
tian community and once these forms of service have been called forth from the
body of the faithful, by divine call, they are to be carefully fostered and nurtured by
all. (15)

""New Catholic Encyclopedia, “Franciscan Handmaids of the Most Pure Heart of Mary
(FHM),” p. 49.

""New Catholic Encyclopedia, “Negroes in the U.S. IV—Apostolate to,” p. 312.

2Three Catholic Afro-American Congresses (New York: Amo Press, 1978).

“From the Constitutions of the Sisters of Judith, Detroit, Michigan. Information available
from co-foundress Sister Elizabeth Harris, 159 Burligame, Detroit, MI 48202.
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Black Catholics today are certain that the Church will not be firmly rooted in
the black community until that community has ministers of salvation who are
drawn from its own members.'* In the black community, new ministries are
emerging under the power and authority of the Spirit, and the community
stands ready for those who hold the powers of orders and jurisdiction to ac-
knowledge and confirm these ministries as it has the emerging ministries of the
past.

One might wonder why this statement does not clearly single out women
in ministry as being a particular problem within the present context of the
Church. While the black community acknowledges the problem of sexism in
the Church and society, in most conversations within the community and in
most data collected regarding the problems of ministry facing black Catholic
ministers, it is agreed that the problem of racism is far more insidious and per-
vasive. We are grateful to our white sisters for their insights regarding the
harshness of sexism within the Church and as black women we share the pain
of being its victims. With our black brothers we share the intense pain of rac-
ism. One must note that although there are sexist patterns in the relations of
black men and women, in the emerging forms of ministry and in the developing
conference which addresses questions of implanting the Church more firmly in
our community, a conscious effort is being made by our most perceptive and
mature leadership (both male and female) to build the community and Church
together as a sign of Christ’s presence and active offering of salvation to the
entire black community.

JAMIE PHELPS, O.P.
The Catholic University of America

WOMEN AND POWER IN THE CHURCH:
A NEW TESTAMENT REFLECTION

Because of time and space limitations | have sacrificed both elegance of
expression and much of the nuance demanded by a volatile subject to brevity
and clarity of position for the purpose of provoking thought and generating dis-
cussion. Let me begin by stating some presuppositions.

First, all mollifying rhetoric to the contrary notwithstanding, I regard it as
a fact that the male hierarchy and women in the Church are involved in a
power struggle, perhaps more serious in nature and far-reaching in conse-
quences than any in the history of the Church. These men are struggling to
maintain power over women in order to maintain exclusive power in the institu-
tion. Although some of the hierarchy may still think that their domination of
women gives glory to God there is sufficient evidence to the contrary available,
if they choose to consult it objectively, to make the claim to invincible ignor-
ance increasingly open to a charge of bad faith. Women are struggling to break

" Austin Flannery (ed.), “Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity,” Vatican Council I
(New York: Costello Publishing Co., 1975), pp. 824-25, 83].

SEugene Hillman, The Church as Mission (New York: Herder and Herder, 1965). See par-
ticularly his ethnic-cultural understanding of “The Nations.” pp. 100-20.




