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Bishop Michael C. Barber, SJ and Jim Coiemon, who portrayed Father Augustus
Tolton in "Tolton: From Slave to Priest" at the Cathedral of Christ the Light.

Father Augustus Tolton was the first African American ordained to the
Catholic priesthood to serve in the United States. In January, a group of

parishioners from SL Patrick's West Oakland and I traveled to Star of the

Sea Parish in San Francisco 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.
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It had such an impact that 1 asked
you, in this column in April, to
ask your pastor if your parish or
school could host this production.
In doing so, we would honor his
memory and experience through
his eyes the evil of racism in our
country - and the power of Faith.

Five presentations of "Tolton;
From Slave to Priest" were offered

in our diocese. The Dominican

Sisters ofMission San Jose's Center

for Education and Spirituality and
the South County Deanery Parishes
hosted a presentation at Holy Spirit
Parish in Fremont. St. Columba Par

ish in Oakland; All Saints Parish in

Hayward; St. Mary Magdalen Parish
in Berkeley and, on the last night,
our Cathedral of Christ the Light in
Oakland hosted presentations.

Comments on the presentation;

"We had a wonderful experience,"
said Sister Rose Marie Hennessey, OP,
who coordinated a showing spon
sored by the Dominican Sisters of
Mission San Jose's Center for Educa

tion and Spirituality and four parish
es of the South County Deanery.

"It was the most enthusiastic

group," she said of the audience,
often sitting on the edge of their
seats, at Holy Spirit Church.

The presentation may start many
conversations within the diocese.

"We have to look at racism in our

own Church, " she said.

"I thought it was extraordinary,"
said Maria Creer, a St. Columba

parishioner. "It was so well done.

You could feel the faith, the love,

the fear. You were just enthralled,"

"I knew the story of Father
Tolton," she said.

She has lived part of it in her
own life. "I always went to a Black
Catholic school and Black Cath

olic high school," she said. "I had

a high school two blocks from
home," which she couldn't attend

because of the color of her skin, the

Xa\aer graduate said.
"Luckily I had parents who en

couraged us, "YoiiVe got to be better.'"
Francine Peters also saw the

performance at St. Columba,
which is her parish.
"I was so moved," she said.

"The presentation was so realis
tic." Despite what Father Tolton
had to go through to become a
priest, through the presentation

one could "feel the love he had

for the Church."

The presentation also brought
to mind "barriers in our own

Church." She recalled several

people who had attempted to
become a priest locally and the

experience they had faced.
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"If you can love your neighbor,
why would you put down a person
because they are of a different
skin color?"

The audience at All Saints

Church in Hayward was so
appreciative, said Lety Arechiga,

the office manager.
Norah Hippolyte, office manager

at St. Mary Magdalen Parish in
Berkeley, said the feedback she had
received was that people were very

glad they attended.
Everyone agreed: They wished

the audience had been bigger.
Father Leo Edgerly, pastor of

Corpus Christi Parish in Piedmont
and chair of the Racial Justice

Task Force I formed in 2020, was

in attendance at the final perfor
mance. Some members of the task

force and some of his parishioners
joined him.

Father Edgerly said he found
the production to be well done.

"It spoke to the issues we continue
to face," he said.

"It was a little bit hard for me

because I saw parallels between
my life and my desire and efforts
to become a priest," he said. "I was
rejected by the seminary when I
first applied because 1 was Black.
They wanted to send me to Missis
sippi and 1 was definitely afraid of
going to the South."
The Tolton play, he said, "was

powerfully done."
"It reminded me that people of

color, and those who don't have

direct power, we need to have
other folks validate us. I'm both

grateful there was a Bishop Floyd

Begin who said, 'I want Leo in the
seminary' and there was a Bishop
John Cummins who said, 'I want

Leo to have whatever assignment

that is open and not just be re

stricted to the black community.'

If those two guys were not there,
I may never would have gotten
into the seminary nor would I
have been given the opportunity
to serve throughout the diocese.

While it is all still fresh in our memory, as a representative

of the Catholic Church, I want to apologize for the racism

that Augustus Tolton and his mother Mrs. Martha Tolton

and their family endured at the hands of members of the

Catholic Church..

My white brothers never had to
face that. They don't have some
one else speak for them, vouch for

them, in order to be accepted, and
that's what happened with Tolton.
If it wasn't for that Irish priest, if it
wasn't for that Cardinal in Rome,

he could have wished all he wanted

but it never would have happened.
Not one of the white seminarians

who was in the seminary with him
had to face that."

At the end of the last perfor
mance, I said a few words to the

audience in the Cathedral, which

1 share with you;
I'd like to thank the Cathedral

for sponsoring this performance
and I thank you, Jim Coleman,
and your stage manager Nick
Pape and St. Luke's Productions
for their skill in bringing Father
Tolton to life.

While it is all still fresh in our

memory, as a representative of
the Catholic Church, I want to

apologize for the racism that Au
gustus Tolton and his mother Mrs.
Martha Tolton and their family
endured at the hands of members

of the Catholic Church: the parish

school of the Sisters that would

not accept him as a pupil; the par

ish priest who would not welcome
them; the rectors of the seminar

ies that would not accept him as
a student; the white parishioners

that did not think the Tolton fam

ily should attend Mass with them.
I apologize and I am ashamed of
those parishioners and priests
who would not welcome the new

ly ordained Father Tolton to serve
in his own hometown.

And I apologize for the many
Catholic slaveholders in the South

that enslaved the Toltons and so

many other families.

I also apologize to anyone here
who has suffered any form of
racism from members or official

representatives of the Catholic
Church in your lifetime. Some on

you have shared your experiences
at listening sessions with me.
But St. Paul says, where sin

abounds, there grace abounds
all the more.

I praise and thank God for the
witness of faith and hope, first

from Mrs. Tolton and then from

her son Augustus. I thank God for
their perseverance, trust and hope
in Jesus and their part in revealing

to us God's ever-present mercies. I
thank God for the nuns and priests
who helped the Toltons attend
Catholic school and worship when
others had refused them. I thank

especially Father McGirr, his pas

tor, and Cardinal Simeoni.

Most of all, 1 thank God for the

example and witness to holiness
and the love of Jesus Christ that

Father Tolton bestowed in his

priestly ministry.
I pray that Father Tolton will in

tercede for us and our diocese from

his place in heaven. 1 pray that

miracles will be granted through
his intercession. He's being pro
posed for sainthood. I ask him to
please intercede with the Lord to
send us good, faithful vocations to
faithful married life, the Religious
life and the priesthood.

Father Augustus Tolton, pray

for us. +
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