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Haiti Hosts UCNAC Meeting
FURCY, HAITI The Union of Circumscriptions of North America and the Caribbean (UCNAC) held its annual 
meeting of major superiors from January 23 to 27, 2017, in Furcy, Haiti, near that nation’s capital of Port-Au-
Prince. Representatives from Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic, Haiti, Canada, Trans-Canada, the United States, 
Mexico and Rome were in attendance to focus on how superiors and the circumscriptions in the North American 
and Caribbean region can support each other in the challenges of Spiritan mission and life today. During the week-
long conference, the Spiritans together were able to celebrate the Feast of the Conversion of St. Paul, which is the 
patronal feast of the Spiritan parish in Furcy. Fr. Jeffrey Duaime, C.S.Sp., provincial for the U.S., said of the feast 
day, “It was a jubilant celebration in a beautiful setting high in the mountains above Port-au-Prince.”

Among some of the Spiritans attending the meeting were, (back row, L-R) Frs. Maurice Shortal (Rome), Jeff Duaime (U.S.), 
Orlando Camacho (Puerto Rico); (front row, L-R) Frs. Francis Folleh (Trans-Canada), Paul Ahiaba (Mexico), Paul 
McAuley (Trans-Canada), Renold Arisme (Haiti), Augustin Kasongo Milamba (Canada) and Don McEachin (U.S.)
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St. Benedict the Moor School Restructuring Showing Results
By Fr. Francis Tandoh, C.S.Sp.

DAYTON, OHIO In 2015, a decision was made that would bring academic excellence to the only Catholic school 
left on the west side of Dayton, Ohio.  In the 2015-16 school year, St. Benedict the Moor Catholic School closed 
its classrooms of grades 4 through 8 to restructure the school to Pre-K through third grade.  In this plan, an addi-
tional grade level would be phased in each year, such as fourth grade during the 2016-17 academic year, and fifth 
grade in the upcoming 2017-18 school year. 

This decision was necessary to allow the school to begin enhancing their standards from the lower grades and 
build them up to ensure proficient test scores and academic excellence. The school has worked with the University 
of Dayton School Of Education, area Catholic parishioners and Catholic high schools in the region to help with 
tutoring to facilitate the success of this program. Duquesne University Campus Ministry also has sent students 
several times to the school to help paint and tutor. 

Parishioners of St. Benedict the Moor see the school as means of witnessing to the Catholic presence and evan-
gelization in this entire west side of Dayton. Students at the school are 95 percent Protestants, and it serves as an 
alternative education for families and students to the public schools in the inner city of Dayton. Finances have 
been the major challenge, as most students come from poverty-stricken homes (a poverty rate of 85 percent or 
more), and cannot afford the full tuition. It is hoped that with this restructuring the academics will be improved 
for the school to secure more support from the philanthropic community. 

Today the school is making a difference in the lives of the students and the community. Last year, following the 
2015-16 academic year, out of the 17 students in third grade, 15 of them passed the various proficiency tests and 
made it to fourth grade; whereas, previously, only one or two students advanced. 

Each morning during assembly and prayer time, St. Benedict students make the following pledge: I am St. Bene-
dict the Moor. I am filled with faith. I receive excellence. I make my classroom excellent. I appreciate diversity. I care 
about others. I am positive. I have a purpose and a plan. I have a future filled with hope. I am a star of light. God 
knows my name. I live a Beatitude lifestyle. I say “yes” to God’s will. St. Benedict! Changing lives; transforming the 
community!

An initiative undertaken in 2015 has provided 
St. Benedict the Moor Parish School with a way 
to improve student advancement.
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Lay Spiritan Associates Experience a Spiritan Church Alive!  
By Dr. Anne Marie Hansen

ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA Late last year, several Lay Spiritan Associates traveled to Our Lady Queen of Peace 
(OLQP) in Arlington, Va., to become acquainted with the parish and its congregation. Among the group of Lay 
Spiritans were Deacon Tom and Janet Berna, Rose Velgich, Kate Lecci, Ed Bayer and his wife, Sandy; and my hus-
band John and myself. Spiritans Fr. Tim Hickey, C.S.Sp.; Fr. Tom Tunney, C.S.Sp.; and Fr. Brandon Nguyen, C.S.Sp., 
shepherd a spirit-filled community 
where, as Deacon Tom Berna de-
scribed it, “they call people to dis-
cipleship – not just membership”. 

Following Mass on Saturday eve-
ning, Fr. Hickey facilitated a panel 
discussion with the Lay Spiritan As-
sociates  and OLQP parishioners, 
who asked us to share our journey 
of becoming a Lay Spiritan and our 
hopes and dreams for the future.  We 
shared our individual stories includ-
ing our work, community life as Lay 
Spiritans and our various ministries, 
learning from the marginalized and 
forgotten.  For me, I am always impressed by the reach of 
our group members and the richness and purity of people 
who have the spirit-driven capacity to reach out further.  

Fr. Tim reflected on the important role Lay Spiritan Associates play in the life of the Congregation, and the hope 
he finds in the growing number of Lay Spiritans here in the United States and around the world. He told his per-
sonal story of how a Lay Spiritan family, early in his vocation, positively influenced his decision to enter into the 
priesthood. 

The room was filled with passion and energy as various parish members responded to the panel by sharing their 
own story of how individual Spiritans and the Spiritan Charism has influenced them personally, and their fami-
lies and parish life. Their commitment is reflected in the number and intensity of the parish outreach projects 
and advocacy for justice. As each parishioner spoke, it became quickly apparent that each one shared the Spiritan 
Charism and mission. 

OLQP is the shining example of a creative, diverse and engaged Spiritan Parish that includes all people, embracing 
each person’s gifts and directing these gifts toward God’s work with the homeless, disenfranchised and marginal-
ized.  The people we encountered have open hearts and, some as hosts, opened their homes to us with grace and 
generosity. 

On Sunday morning, Fr. Tim shared about the well-coordinated parish ministries. The ministries of the parish 
are extensive and impressive.  After Tim’s presentation on parish ministries and advocacy for justice initiatives, we 
met and talked with parishioners after the 9:30 a.m. Mass.  Again, there was much interest in the LSA program, as 
well as in our individual and collective Spiritan journey. The experience of the visit to OLQP was truly a taste of a 
Spiritan “Church Alive!”

Fr. Hickey, (seated right with sunglasses), pastor of OLQP, 
meets with the Lay Spiritan Associates.
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Home And Back Again
By Fr. Ned Marchessault, C.S.Sp.

OLBALBAL, TANZANIA It was great to spend three 
months in the states last year with my family and the Spiri-
tans in Pittsburgh. It was especially good to spend time with 
the missionaries, now retired, that I worked with here in 
Maasai country. But it is even better to get back home to 
Olbalbal.

One of the critters that welcomed me back was a three-
inch scorpion on the wall by my bed. Fortunately, I came 
back equipped with a fly swatter from Pennsylvania Dutch 
country, a gift from my sister-in-law, Sharon. This fly swat-
ter resembles an ordinary fly swatter like a tank gun re-
sembles a water pistol. I was lucky that my fly swatter on 
steroids passed through security unnoticed. This “weapon” 
dispatched my scorpion welcoming committee of one with 
ease, leaving a big black splotch on the wall. I have decided 
not to wash it off, but keep it as a proof positive trophy of my 
swatter like no other.

News came in shortly after my return that the government 
intends to hire only those Teacher Training School gradu-
ates with a 3.5 grade point average. Fortunately, Lenkangu, 
our just graduated teacher, has a 3.7 grade point average so 
he will, hopefully, be hired as a government teacher. 
This means that,  although he has no
choice about where he will be posted in the country, he will have a good salary and other benefits. Presently, he is 
donating his services to our local primary school and teaches there with some financial help from our local village 
council. He will also run our remedial program in Swahili and math for 60 of the weakest primary school students. 
He will have three teachers helping him for the three week remedial program. Lenkangu has run this program 
three times before during his school leave times and it has been very successful. The participating students have 

shown marked improvement and the 
parents are enthusiastic about “Len-
kang’s School.”

Musa, the four-year-old boy, aban-
doned as a six-week-old baby, that 
Lenkangu rescued, is doing fine and 
has now begun Kindergarten. He is 
a little young for it, and is one of the 
youngest in his class, but he enjoys 
being with the other children and is 
leaning to count in Swahili and mak-
ing progress learning his ABCs.

Fr. Ned during a visit to the Laural Highlands near 
Pittsburgh last fall...

...and back celebrating Mass with 
the Maasai.
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Go Green! Receive One Heart, One Spirit via Email!

In an effort to conserve paper and cut costs of printing, we are offering the option 
to receive our newsletter via email. If you would like this option, please email 
uscommunications@spiritans.org or call 412-831.0302 x421 to let us know. 
We appreciate your help in saving our environment.

Niomom, who cares for Musa in addition to her own three-year-old, gave birth to a stillborn child just a week after 
my return. That was a sad event for all of us, and we have been working through that with her. We’ve slaughtered 
three goats, one after another, that she may have good nourishing food to get her strength back. Her mother has 
been staying with her on the mission to help her through this difficult time. She lost the child almost a month ago 
now, so is feeling better, taking to heart the advice the Maasai are constantly giving her saying: “Don’t be sad, you 
will have more children.”

Today, out teaching in the Maasai villages, I pass a running cohort of at least a hundred Maasai warriors. I was told 
that they were racing to a spot where the villages are most near the Serengeti Plains. They go to present a phalanx 
(armed assembly) to prevent the wildebeest migration coming near the Maasai encampments. The people in the 
villages put up a kind of scarecrow, in the form of lines of sticks with rags attached, every fifty or so yards. This year, 
the wildebeest populations seems to be ignoring the lines of “scarecrows,” and are passing near the Maasai herds 
of cattle, presenting a serious danger. Anyway, a little later, I was told that this explanation of the warrior phalanx 
was not true. Rather, the warriors are off to clean out a huge spring on the mountain above, blocked massively by 
debris from rushing torrents of rain water. It’s good to be home!

A Missionary Among God’s Creation
By Fr. Ned Marchessault, C.S.Sp.

OLBALBAL, TANZANIA Having exited my car in the parking lot 
of the Ngorongoro Conservation Preserve, I turned around just in 
time to notice two large adult baboons exiting my car by way of 
the driver side window. I had forgotten to close it on getting out 
of the car. They found what they were looking for, a large bunch 
of bananas that I had left in the back seat! Fabiola, a Maasai girl, 
just released from the hospital that day after a serious chest infec-
tion, was sitting in the front seat and was knocked out of the way by 
the huge monkeys on their way out of the car. Afterwards, we were 
able to laugh about the attack. But the invasion could have ended 
badly with Fabiola bitten and a cell phone or something else taken 
by the baboons. More recently, a seven-foot-long cobra attacked a 
man inside a house in a village close to my house. He was sitting on 
his bed when the heavy snake dropped from the roof to the floor 
in front of him, biting him on the leg. Maasai warriors came to his 
aid and killed the snake. With no anti-venom available at a nearby 
clinic, the man was being transported to a hospital more than two hours away, but succumbed before arrival there 
to what must have been a massive infusion of cobra venom. We have also noticed, recently, that lions have been 
unusually active around Olbalbal. This may be due to the presence of large numbers of wildebeest. The wildebeest 
are giving birth these days and presenting a threat to the health of Maasai cattle. Maasai warriors have been trying 
to block the wildebeest from getting near the grazing herds of cattle. This movement of the wildebeest is a yearly 
event, but this year there seems to be larger herds than is usual. My hope is that the lions will stick to their pre-
ferred diet of wildebeest steak!
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Spirit of Christmas Visits The Spiritan Center
By Mary Kay Hindes

BETHEL PARK, PA On December 21st, in the evening, the residents of Libermann Hall were finishing their eve-
ning meal.  Someone noticed a line of headlights coming up the long driveway. We were expecting visitors, but did 
not think that there would be such a large group.  

This is a busy time of year for families and being so close 
to Christmas, it was hard to imagine that this many people 
could donate time to bring joy to these retired members of 
The Congregation of the Holy Spirit. 

But through song and Christmas cookies, the Indian Prin-
cesses and their dads did bring the Christmas Spirit and joy 
to this place!  

These girls ranged in age from about six to the teenage years.  
They came with Santa hats, reindeer headbands, and festive 
shirts and sweaters!  And I must say that a couple of our men 
were dressed for the occasion also!! 
 
The girls were from a local parish, St. Thomas More in Beth-
el Park, Pa.  They arrived with trays of decorated cookies and 
before long, started singing some favorite carols.  

They had a wonderful leader who played a guitar, and at the end of 
the evening she treated us to a beautiful solo selection.  

Our men sang along with the kids, and there was fun and 
goodwill in the air!  

At the end of the evening, the visitors left us to have their own 
Christmas pizza party, and the residents stayed around the beau-
tiful Christmas tree and reflected on the evening.  There was no 
doubt that there was abundant joy and Christmas spirit in the air 
after the kids left.  Mission accomplished!! 

Earlier, on December 15, the provincial and Libermann Hall staff 
all joined together to enjoy their annual Christmas luncheon. 

It too was a joyous and spirit-filled occasion. The best way to get 
into the Christmas spirit is to give of yourself, spread joy, and the 
message of Christmas will live on.

Fr. Huy Dinh, C.S.Sp., gives some direction.

Fr. John Costello, C.S.Sp., takes in the festivities. 
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Spiritans Aid City Mission  
By Mary Kay Hindes

BETHEL PARK, PA It wasn’t long after Fr. 
Louis Perreault, C.S.Sp., arrived at Libermann 
Hall that he took up the cause of collecting do-
nations for the poor.  When Fr. Richard LeClair, 
C.S.Sp., was living here, he began asking the 
people that attended Mass at the Spiritan Center 
to donate money for the less fortunate.   

Fr. Lou continues that tradition, and seeks out 
organizations that help the poor.  In the past, he 
has presented checks to South Hills Interfaith 
Ministries, Little Sisters of the Poor, and the 
City Mission of Washington, Pa.  These groups 
are vital to the people in our area that need help.  
It may be a temporary need that has come up, 
or a long term problem that requires a person 
to ask for assistance.  Fr. Lou and his committee are so grateful for the generosity of all who attend Mass and give 
faithfully to the collection for the poor.  Without you, none of this would be possible!  In 2016, we were able to 
present $6,150 to the homeless and the poor in our area!  Thank you so very much for your huge heart and giving 
spirit! In the photo, Fr. Lou presents a check for the Washington City Mission.

Chinese Clergy Formation Underway at Nesti Center
HOUSTON, TEXAS Fr. Yifu Lyu has 
reached a milestone in his formation as a 
priest, and in December successfully com-
pleted a nearly year-long program to learn 
English. 

Fr. Donald Nesti, C.S.Sp., retiring direc-
tor of The Donald S. Nesti, C.S.Sp. Center 
for Faith & Culture at the University of St. 
Thomas, said, “Father Yifu Lyu is undoubt-
edly the first and only priest from China 
at present who is pursuing his formation 
in Houston.” Father Nesti chairs the Board 
of the Spiritan China Education Fund for 
Advanced Formation (SCEFA). “We feel 
morally obligated and proud to support the 
hopeful Church in China through what we 
can do locally,” he said.  SCEFA educational 

mission is to bring Chinese priests and reli-
gious to Houston for advanced study.  SCEFA 

was initiated early last year by Fr. Nesti; Peter Tan, sir knight and master; and Luke Liu, a teacher at St. Theresa 
Catholic School in Sugar Land, Tx. Fr. Nesti was one of a group of 21 educators who made a pioneering trip to 
China in 1982, the year China reopened its door to outsiders. 

Fr. Yifu Lyu, (front, center, second row) and Fr. Donald Nesti, C.S.Sp., (front, 
center right), celebrate with local parishioners.
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First African-American Priest Contemporary of St. Katherine Drexel
(taken from various sources)

Servant of God Augustus Tolton was ordained on April 24, 1886, becoming the first African-American priest in 
the United States. It was Holy Saturday, and Fr. Tolton was ordained at an hours-long liturgy celebrated in Rome 

at St. John Lateran Basilica.

Born in Missouri in 1854 to Peter and Martha Tolton, 
both slaves, Fr. Tolton at the time was unable to be ac-
cepted at an American seminary because of his race. 
He instead studied in Rome, and celebrated his first 
Mass in St. Peter Basilica on Easter Sunday, April 25, 
1886. Not bad for the determined young man from, 
coincidentally, St. Peter Church in Quincy, Illinois,  

On Ascension Thursday 1886, Pope Leo XIII gave each 
member of Fr. Tolton’s ordination class a missionary 
cross as they left Rome and headed out to their various 
assignments. For Fr. Tolton, that meant finding enough 
money for the return trip to the United States, since he 
was assigned to work among black Catholics in Amer-
ica. 

Providentially, several benefactors came forward to pay his ex-
penses for the return journey home.

Upon arriving in America in July, 1886, Fr. Tolton offered his first 
Mass on American soil at St. Benedict the Moor Church, estab-
lished in 1883 as the first parish for African-American Catholics 
in New York City.  

The congregation that day saw the first black priest in the United 
States offer Mass in their church.  The New York World, July 12 edi-
tion, described the event:  “Long before the hour fixed every seat in 
the church of St. Benedict the Moor was filled; black people, old and 
young, came from all parts of the city and many from out of town.” 

Upon arriving back at St. Peter in Quincy, hundreds of well-wish-
ers were waiting to ask Fr. Tolton for a blessing, the first of which 
was his mother, Martha, who was devoted to her Catholic faith.

In 1887, a year after Father Tolton’s ordination, black Catholics in 
Chicago requested that Fr. Tolton be transferred there to serve the 
needs of the community. 

By 1889, Fr. Tolton was appointed as pastor of St. Augustine 
Church, later named St. Monica, with full pastoral jurisdiction 
over all black Catholics in Chicago, later bringing his mother and 
sister, Anne, to live with him there. Fr. Augustus “Gus” Tolton on his ordination day.
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In 1889, while attending a conference for black Catholics in 
Washington, D.C., Father Tolton became acquainted with 
Mother Katherine Drexel -- today St. Katherine Drexel -- 
the foundress of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament, who 
ministered among the poor in American Indian and Afri-
can-American communities, including many Spiritan mis-
sions and parishes.  

Father Tolton made repeated appeals to her for assistance, 
and she responded by providing him with about $36,000 in 
funding toward construction of a new church for St. Mon-
ica Parish.

Mother Katherine Drexel continued to help the parish fi-
nancially. In 1912, she sent five of her sisters to take charge 
of the school there. During this time, Fr. Tolton influenced 
many more young black men to enter the seminaries in this 
country and Europe.

Fr. Tolton worked daily among the poor in his congrega-
tion, helping them financially and teaching them the faith. 
The people had noticed how weak Father had become, how 
his hand shook as he distributed Holy Communion, and 
how often he had to sit down even during Mass.

Tolton’s health suffered 
as a result of his tireless 
work, and in 1897, at the 
age of only 43, he died 
from complications of 
heatstroke while return-
ing home from a pastoral 
retreat.

In 2010, the late Cardinal 
Francis George of Chi-
cago announced he was 
initiating the cause for the 
canonization of Fr. Tolton 
and, in 2011, the Vatican 
accepted the formal intro-
duction of the cause for 
sainthood of Fr. Augustus 
Tolton. 

Today, the Augustus Tolton Pastoral Ministry Program  at the Catholic Theological Union in Chicago prepares 
black Catholic lay leaders for various ministries in the Church.

St. Katherine Drexel

Fr. Tolton’s cause for canonization was initiated in 2010. He is now designated as a “Servant of 
God” in the ongoing process towards sainthood.
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Save the Date:
“Priesthood in Religious Life: Searching for New Ways Forward,” will be offered by The Center for the Study of 
Consecrated Life at the Catholic Theological Union in Chicago, Ill., this April 6-7, 2017. More information can 
be obtained by visiting: www.ctuconsecratedlife.org. Fr. Anthony Gittins, C.S.Sp., will be one of the presenters.
                                       

Membership Directory Updates & Changes:
• Fr. Martin Vu’s new email address is: tuantutaixa33@yahoo.com. 

Fr. Fidelis Nwankwo’s Journey to Doctor
MIAMI, FL Fr. Fidelis Nwankwo, C.S.Sp., received his PhD on De-
cember 17, 2016, after a spiritual and educational journey that be-
gan in his native Nigeria. Fr. Fidelis joined the Congregation of the 
Holy Spirit in Nigeria in 1985. He made his first profession on No-
vember 8, 1986, and later studied philosophy at the Spiritan School 
of Philosophy and theology at the Spiritan International School of 
Theology, an affiliate of Duquesne University. He was ordained to 
the priesthood in 1994.

After ordination, Fr. Fidelis served as associate chaplain at St. An-
thony’s Secondary School, Esure, Ijebu-Ode diocese, and later as 
the pastor of St. Patrick’s Catholic Church, Ikija Ijebu-Ode diocese 
from 1994-1996. He also served in several administrative and fi-
nancial positions with the Nigerian Province, and engaged in on-
going formation, taking courses in public administration and man-
agement. Fr. Fidelis was associate pastor of Our Lady of Fatima, 
Woliwo, Onitsha before moving to the U.S. Province in 2006, where 
he presently serves in the Archdiocese of Miami as a staff chaplain 
at Jackson Memorial Hospital and director of the Nigerian Apos-
tolate.

Fr. Fidelis had an ongoing interest in theological studies, which led 
him to further course work and advanced degrees. While perform-
ing his ministerial duties in the U.S. Province, he sought a master’s 
degree in Pastoral Ministry in 2011, at St. Thomas University, Mi-
ami, Florida, but then entered the PhD program in Practical Theol-
ogy. 

His dissertation, which he successfully defended last May, is titled “Igbo Culture and the Irish Spiritan Evangeliza-
tion: Exploring a Post-Colonial Igbo Catholic Cultural Identity and Spirituality for the Twenty-first Century and 
Beyond.” He was awarded his PhD at graduation ceremonies for St. Thomas University. Fr. Fidelis said obtaining 
his PhD was, “an eventful and memorable celebration” and that his journey continues. “I am sincerely gratitude to 
all who, in one way or the other, have helped me to achieve this task,” he said.

Fr. Fidelis Nwankwo, C.S.Sp., proudly 
holds his PhD degree.
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Prayer Requests - for the recently deceased:

Mr. Gioakim Phung Van Dinh, uncle of Fr. Huy Dinh, C.S.Sp., who passed away on January 12, 2017, in Los An-
geles, California.

Fr. Thomas Farrelly, C.S.Sp., of the Province of Ireland, passed away on January 17, 2017. Fr. Farrelly was as-
signed to Duquesne University’s School of Education from 1988-1994, where he made a significant contribu-
tion to the strategic planning for Spiritan education in the Congregation.  He was an important part of planning 
the Spiritan Educator’s Symposium that was hosted at Duquesne in 1991 with more than 30 participants from 
around the world.

Best wishes for a very Happy Birthday to these Spiritans who celebrate 
   birthdays during the months of February, March and April.  

Happy Birthday!
February

3 Fr. Philip D. Evanstock
6 Fr. Benoit K. Mukamba
8 Fr. Martin T. Vu
12 Fr. Timothy J. Hickey
15 Fr. Michael Onwuemelie
16 Fr. Anthony J. Gittins
22 Fr. George J. Spangenberg
25 Fr. Joseph A. Seiter
26 Fr. James P. McCloskey

March
3 Fr. Cornelius T. McQuillan
4 Fr. Huy Q. Dinh
7 Fr. Ralph J. Poirier
21 Fr. Joseph Q. Nguyen
22 Fr. John J. Costello
27 Fr. Joseph L. Nguyen

April
1 Fr. William R. Headley
11 Fr. Daniel S. Sormani
20 Fr. Andy V. Do
23 Fr. Edward T. Marchessault
29 Fr. Adrien T. Hebert

    Ordination Date     
Fr. Elochukwu Uzukwu                       April 15, 1972   45 Years

May Our Lord’s blessings, His Joys and His Graces be a rich reward for your selfless 
dedication in His service and fill your hearts with peace.
Congratulations on these many years of faithful service! 
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A Long Life Well Lived
HARLEM, NEW YORK Spend any time talking with Leon 
Thompson, and you quickly come to some conclusions: he 
loves his Catholic faith, in particular St. Mark the Evangelist 
Parish in Harlem, New York; and he is uncomfortable talking 
about himself.

Thompson, who converted to the Catholic faith in 1947 at St. 
Mark, recently turned 100 on January 28, 2017, but shows no 
signs of slowing down any time soon. He has been a parishio-
ner of St. Mark’s for 81 years.

“I come from a family who have had long lives,” said Leon. 
“My great grandmother was 115 when she died, and my sisters 
have all lived well into their nineties; my oldest sister will be 
102 this February 11.”

During World War II, Leon was an electrician at the U.S Naval 
Yard in Brooklyn, and later worked as a motorman on the New 
York Subway System for 32 years while maintaining a small electrical business on the side.

But it was his involvement with St. Mark and his Catholic faith that gave him much joy in his life, working with 
the various Spiritan pastors at the parish, volunteering his skill as an electrician and serving as an Extraordinary 
Minister of Holy Communion. Leon has also worked in the parish food pantry, and still fills in there, if needed, 
and served as a reader at weekday and Sunday Masses. Uniquely, around the time of Vatican II in the 1960s, Leon 
installed the very first public address system in St. Mark to accommodate the new liturgy that included more at-
tention to the readings and responses by the congregation. 

He no longer is able to do any more electrical work at the parish, but rewired the electrical system there decades 
ago, which recently was replaced with LEDs. Among his other projects at St. Mark’s was to organize the Men’s 
Guild, to help with church maintenance, and helped to restore the building’s Stations of the Cross.

Leon’s motto is, “to do whatever needs to be done to keep St. Mark’s operating.” A humble man that truly lives 
the Gospel, Leon noted that he has received many awards over the years, “which I keep in a box in my house,” 
including the St. Mark Award, given by the Office of Black Ministries of the Archdiocese of New York, and a papal 
blessing from Pope Francis on the occasion of his birthday.  

Leon also met St. Katherine Drexel and remembers when she died in 1955; she had organized St. Mark’s School in 
1912, and had recommended to John Cardinal Farley, then archbishop of New York, that the Spiritans staff 
St. Mark Parish after diocesan priests were removed in that same year. Congratulations to Leon Thompson on his 
centennial birthday and, especially, for a life well-lived!


