
Founding of Saint James Parish 

 
…..celebrating its 150th anniversary 

With the opening of the 

Duquesne Mines in what is 

now the Forest Hills/Wilkins 

area, Irish immigrants and Irish 

miners from the Pennsylvania 

anthracite coal region settled in 

Wilkinsburg to work the mines.  

Among the first to arrive were 

Michael Kennedy and John 

Boyle who settled in Wilkinsburg 

in the fall of 1865.  With this 

large concentration of Catholics 

Reverend John M. Bierl, Pastor 

of Saints Peter and Paul Church 

in East Liberty, began to organize them into a congregation. 

Because of anti-Catholic feelings in the area, 
Philip Weisenberger quietly purchased lots number 359 and 

260 to hold in trust for the site of the future parish on Septem-

ber 20, 1866 .  The Saint James rectory and the new wing of 

the school occupy these two lots today. 

Protestant James Kelly (pictured above), a prominent 

Wilkinsburg landowner, wished to stimulate development of 

congregations by donating property to form churches.  On 

January 17, 1868 Mr. Kelly donated lots number 910 and 912, 

situated on South Avenue for construction of a Catholic 

Church.  The two lots were accepted by the Reverend Michael 

Domenec, Bishop of Pittsburgh, to hold in trust for a future 

parish. 

Because these two lots were situated east of Nine 

Mile Run, which was a less desirable location, it was de-

cided to build the church on the Weisenberger properties.  

Therefore, on May 8, 1868, Philip and Sebella Weisenberger 

deeded their two lots for $2,800 to the Bishop to be used for a 

church. 

 Mr. Kelly, who owned the property which sur-

rounded lots number 359 and 260, sued to prevent the 

construction of a Catholic Church on those lots.  In the suit he 

also asked for the recovery of lots 910 and 912, since they were 

not being used to construct the church.  After Mr. Kelly lost the 

court case, the construction of the church began on the Weisen-

berger property. 

To raise money for the new church, the naming 

rights were sold to James K. Lanahan on July 12, 1869 for $50.  

Mr. Lanahan was proprietor and manager of Saint James Hotel 

in downtown Pittsburgh and in honor of the hotel he named the 

parish Saint James. 

The church was constructed on the lot where the 

new school wing is now located.  It fronted on Franklin 

Avenue.  With the dedication of the church on November 18, 

1869 Saint James Parish came into existence. 

The parish was a mission of Saint Paul’s Cathedral 
and staffed by priests of the Oblate Fathers of Saint Charles 

Borromeo.  By July 29, 1870 the parish had grown to the point 

that it could support its own pastor.  Reverend Joseph Suehr 

became the first Pastor of Saint James. 

To continue the missionary spirit which created 

Saint James, the parish established a mission church at 

Verner Station, now Verona.  On June 28, 1873, the mission 

was spun off from the parish and Father Suehr elected to re-

main pastor of the new Saint Joseph’s Parish.  Reverend Walter 

Laurence Burke was appointed the second pastor of Saint 

James. 

On June 28, 1880, the South Avenue properties 
were sold to John Sherry.  The proceeds from these properties 

were used to purchase lots numbered 57 and 58 for $1,400.  

These properties sat between the existing church property and 

Mulberry Street, the site of the current church.  In 1881 a one-

story church hall was constructed on this site. 



The fourth pastor of St. James, Monsignor 

Stephen Walsh, was appointed in January, 1919.  

Monsignor Walsh previously served as pastor of St. 

Agatha, Bridgeville, chaplain at Mount Mercy (now 

Carlow University) and Chancellor and Vicar Gen-

eral of the diocese.  He was made a Domestic Prelate 

(Monsignor) in 1915. 

 

Monsignor Walsh expanded St. James involvement 

in the Wilkinsburg community, a tradition that con-

tinues to this day.  He is credited as 

being a major force in making Wil-

kinsburg  a “dry” community where 

alcoholic beverages cannot be bought 

or sold.  He served on the board of 

many community institutions and so-

cieties. 

 

However, Monsignor Walsh’s great-

est achievement was the construction 

of the magnificent structure that is now the current 

church building.  The church building was begun in 

February, 1928 and despite the challenges of the 

Great Depression, Monsignor Walsh persisted in his 

efforts.  The church was dedicated on August 10, 

1930.  A future article will focus extensively on the 

church and its beautiful architecture. 

 

The old church building was converted for use by 

the school.  The Chapel was added to the church 

basement in the 1940s. 

 

By 1950 school enrollment continued to grow and a 

third floor was added to the existing school building. 

 

On November 18, 1950, the 81st anniversary of the 

founding of St. James, Monsignor Walsh passed 

away at the age of 85, having served 31 years as pas-

tor of St. James. 

 

Reverend Walter Laurence Burke, the second pas-

tor of St. James, died suddenly of a stroke on Sep-

tember 21, 1985.  On October 18, Right Reverend 

Andrew Arnold Lambing began thirty three years 

of service to St. James as its pastor. 

 

Monsignor Lambing was a prolific writer; served as 

president of the Catholic Institute, forerunner of Du-

quesne University; served on the founding board of 

directors of Carnegie Institute of 

Technology, now known as Carnegie-

Mellon University; served as presi-

dent of the diocesan school board; 

and also served as advisor to many 

Catholic organizations. 

 

The Sisters of Charity of Seton Hill, Greensburg, 

were invited by Monsignor Lambing to operate a 

school at St. James.  In the fall of 1886, the sisters 

opened the school in the church hall and since have 

continuously operated the school. 

 

Because of increased membership, a new church 

addition was dedicated on September 9, 1888.  Tragi-

cally during the night of December 23 and 24, 1988 

the church burned to the ground.  The church hall 

served as church and school; and plans for a new 

church building began immediately.  The new 

church, dedicated on December 22, 1889, included 

the sanctuary, a meeting room and four classrooms 

for use by the school.  The building was on the same 

site as the first. 

 

In 1912, the school, convent and rectory were 

added to the parish campus and continue to be used 

today. 

 

Monsignor Lambing died suddenly on Christmas 

Eve in 1918. 

 



Following Father Walsh’s death, Father Joseph A. 

Mitsch was appointed the fifth pastor.  During 

his tenure Wilkinsburg expanded greatly in popula-

tion and so did Saint James Parish.  Towards the 

end of his tenure as pastor, tragedy struck when a 

fire broke out in the chapel.  The fire was contained 

in the church basement and the chapel was repaired. 

On March 22, 1961, Father Robert M. Murphy 

was appointed the sixth pastor of St. James..  Al-

most immediately following his appointment, the 

old church building was condemned and torn down.  

In its place, an addition to the school, named after 

Father Mitsch, was constructed and dedicated on 

July 10, 1962. 

Father Murphy continued to serve the parish 

until his retirement in 1980.  Reverend Warren W. 

Metzler was then appointed the seventh pastor.  

During Father Metzler’s tenure, the Wilkinsburg 

community and Saint James Parish underwent dra-

matic change.  In 1995 the church chapel was ex-

tensively remodeled to provide for a multi-purpose 

meeting facility for the parish and community.  In 

1996 the Diocese of Pittsburgh, the Sisters of Char-

ity and the Parish signed an agreement for the con-

tinued operation of Saint James School.  An anony-

mous donor provided financial assistance to the 

parish to ensure that the school remained open.   

 

With a reduction in the amount of women enter-

ing religious orders, the Sisters of Charity consoli-

dated convents in 1997.  The convent was renamed 

the Ministry Center and the parish’s many social 

programs were relocated to the building. 

In September 2002, the school became a full 

member of the Extra Mile Foundation whose 

purpose is to support Catholic education in the in-

ner-city.  This membership ensured the long term 

survival of St. James School.  

In September 2010, Holy Rosary School in Home-

wood closed and merged with St. James School to 

become Sr. Thea Bowman Catholic Academy.   

Fr. Metzler served until his death on January 1, 

2019. 

In February, Fr. David Taylor, pastor of St. 

Charles Lwanga Parish became administrator of St. 

James and served until October 14, 2018. 

In October 2018, Fr. Thomas Burke became ad-

ministrator of St. Bede St. Charles Lwanga and St. 

James parishes.  Fr. Taylor is Senior Parochial 

Vicar.  These parishes will merge and become a 

new parish on January 6, 2020 

 


