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One year and eight months ago, St. Benedict the Moor was named a 

personal parish for African Americans. The parish was originally founded in 

1889. The establishment of St. Benedict the Moor as a Black Catholic 

parish does not mean that only African Americans are welcome; it means 

that it is at least one parish within the diocese of Pittsburgh where a special 

effort is made to celebrate the liturgy and the sacraments in a way that 

draws on the richness of African American culture and spirituality. But what 

is distinctive about African American spirituality as it is expressed in the 

Catholic Church and what does this mean for St. Benedict the Moor as a 

personal parish for African Americans? 

 

In 2002, C. Vanessa White, who was at that time the director of the 

Augustus Tolton Pastoral Ministry Program at the Catholic Theological 

Union in Chicago, wrote a commentary in the U.S. Catholic magazine that 

outlined five characteristics of African American spirituality. These five 

characteristics are: a theo-centric vision of daily affairs, maintaining a 

welcoming environment for Sunday worship, a heavy reliance on sacred 

scripture, celebration in the midst of suffering, and a passion for social 

justice. The identity of St. Benedict the Moor parish can be found in those 

five points of African American spirituality. 

 

To have a theo-centric vision of daily affairs is similar to what the Jesuits 

call “everyday mysticism.” Studies of American Catholics repeatedly show 

that Black Catholics are least likely to leave their parish when things go 

wrong within the church. We are more likely than most Catholics to discern 

how God is present in the midst of our suffering and our joy. White points 

out that Black Catholics are least likely to lose faith in times of adversity. 

We are accustomed to recognizing God in the midst of hardship. This, she 

says, is reflected in the common African American phrase “God don’t never 

change.” 

 



Researchers should not be surprised that Black Catholics are the 

population that is least likely to leave the Church amid the secularization of 

American culture and scandals within the Church herself; this is because 

the spirituality of Black Catholics is grounded in a welcoming tradition. The 

Church is not just a place to fulfill our Sunday obligation; Black American 

culture has always treated the Church as a center for social interaction. We 

refer to ourselves as being a “parish family,” and we always identify and 

welcome visitors to our church. 

 

Although ours is a liturgical and sacramental church, in contrast to most 

churches in the historically Black Protestant tradition, Black Catholic 

churches tend to place a greater emphasis on the Bible than their 

counterparts in the Catholic tradition. This is reflected in having a greater 

passion for Bible study groups and the expectation that our homilies will 

focus on sacred scripture. The Bible plays an important role in African 

American spirituality and worship. 

 

It is important to understand how Black Catholics make use of the Bible. 

Black Catholics rely on the Bible as we try to make sense of our historical 

journey and of where we find ourselves in the present moment. We look for 

ways that the Bible illuminates the African American experience. White 

cites a line from the U.S. Bishops’ 1984 pastoral letter on evangelization in 

the Black community, What We Have Seen and Heard: “The Bible story is 

our story; the Bible promise is our hope.” We understand ourselves through 

the lens of the Bible. 

 

This is why Black Catholics insist on having joyful celebrations during our 

liturgies. We acknowledge that there is a great deal of suffering in the 

world. We are not living in denial or escapism. But Black Catholics have 

always asserted that “our joy does not negate our suffering.” As White 

points out, our joyful celebration even in the midst of loss and sadness “is 

focused on the hope of Jesus Christ.”  

 

Perhaps this is what gives Black Catholics the strength and inspiration to 

enter into the social arena in creative and constructive ways, calling for 



social justice. The passion for social justice within the spirituality of African 

Americans reflects the holistic approach that we bring to our religiosity. As 

White points out, in Black Catholic churches God is immanent and 

transcendent; God draws our attention to worlds we cannot see, yet calls 

us to act in a world that is physical and tangible. It is important to preserve 

this culture, heritage, and tradition in a personal parish for Black Catholics 

in the Diocese of Pittsburgh. 

 

  


