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In a curio cabinet in the reading room of the Redemptorist Archives in Philadelphia is a 

statuette of the Christ Child. The figure of the “Bambino” is supine, clutching at a wooden 

cross, as his other hand lays partially outstretched toward the onlooker. The object itself 

has a remarkable story behind it, but it has also come to represent and undergird a unique 

custom among Redemptorists from the time of St. Alphonsus. That custom traveled abroad 

as the Congregation grew outward from Naples and across the Atlantic. The artifact of the 
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Bambino was used as a reminder, 

especially for younger Redemptorists, of 

Alphonsian spirituality dear to the 

founder’s heart. It also grew to become a 

connection between confreres wherever 

they were around the globe.  

 In short, St. Alphonsus’ devotion to 

the Infant undergirds his more 

theological sentiments on the 

Incarnation, on which he expounds in a 

volume of his ascetical works, published 

in English as The Incarnation, Birth and 

Infancy of Jesus 

Christ. Initially edited 

by Father Eugene 

Grimm in 1886, this 

series of discourses 

and meditations on 

the birth of Christ was 

composed by St. 

Alphonsus in the 

1750s. Moved by the 

mystery of the 

Incarnation, St. 

Alphonsus built a 

kind of architecture 

for reflection on 

God’s impulse to be 

with us, first and 

foremost, as a person 

from meek and 

humble origins. He 

emphasized how, in 

his smallness, Jesus 

charted a course for 

showing humanity God’s love. This was 

cause for joy and so St. Alphonsus 

invokes several liturgical forms to enact 

the celebration: novenas, hymns, 

chaplets, and ejaculatory prayers—as 

well as their accompanying indulgences.  

 Included in this volume is an 

excerpt on the “Infant Stations.” St. 

Alphonsus probably composed these 

meditations for insertion into the 

Directory for Novices, which was used 

in the Congregation’s novitiate at 

Ciorani, the first formation house 

established in 1747. These devotions 

place the novice in front of twelve 

images of Jesus in infancy, the eleventh 

of which is Jesus in slumber. It is no 

wonder, then, that it became part of 

Redemptorist tradition that the holy 

Doctor set aside the 25th of each month 

as a special recollection of the Christmas 

miracle where God’s Son came among 

us for the redemption of the world. 

Though there is no 

evidence he ordered 

it, having the novices 

gather around the 

sleeping Christ child, 

likely in chapel, 

helped to reinforce 

their devotion. 

Redemptorists have 

continued to pray 

over the idea of 

“Little Christmas” 

ever since.  

 It is thus not 

surprising to find 

these ideas and 

practices embedded in 

the Naples Province 

for nearly a century 

after the founder’s 

death. However, they 

were not the preserve 

of Italian confreres 

alone. As the noted church historian 

Thomas Tweed has described it, religion 

has the power to make “crossings and 

dwellings”—that is, they move between 

cultures and epochs and set down roots 

where none would be expected. The 

story of the Bambino exemplifies this 

theory, for it crossed an ocean and found 

a home in the formation houses of the 

western provinces of the United States. 

How did this occur?  
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 In 1885, the Provincial 

of the St. Louis Province, 

Father William Loewekamp 

(shown at right), was in Italy 

to make consultations with 

the Rector Major in Rome. 

During his trip he wrote at 

least three letters to the 

Provincial of the Baltimore 

Province, Father Elias 

Schauer, where he describes 

some of his experiences, 

particularly those that 

fostered fealty to the order.  

 Two of these letters bare 

on the little statuette that now 

graces the Archive reading 

room in Philadelphia, though 

only tangentially. It is clear, 

however, that references to 

Ciorani are part of the larger 

journey into the heart of 

Redemptorist life and the 

soul of its narrative. 

Loewekamp studied the 

places that loomed large in 

the Redemptorists’ 

consciousness—Rome, 

Scala, Pagani, and Ciorani, 

among other places. He 

imbibed the customs and 

took care to adopt the 

accompanying practices he 

witnessed. It is also apparent that 

Loewekamp was the recipient of the 

Ciorani Bambino and its currier to 

America.  

 Upon his return, Loewekamp 

doubtless rehearsed the story behind the 

artifact to the novices in Kansas City, 

which had been serving as the cradle of 

the Western province since 1880. It was 

Loewekamp who inaugurated and 

approved the custom of observing “Little 

Christmas” to succeeding generations of 

Redemptorists. Eventually it made its 

way to the formation houses in 

Kirkwood, Missouri, Oconomowoc, 

Wisconsin and Glenview, Illinois.  

 We find that various communities 

took note of the Bambino’s introduction 

or the practice of observing the 25th of 

each month as “Little Christmas.” The 

Kirkwood annals for July 1890, for 

example, describes how Father Joseph 

Firle, previously stationed at Our Lady 

of Perpetual Help in Kansas City, and 

who had just received his appointment as 

the new novice master, brought with him 

to Kirkwood a new chalice that he 
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received on the occasion of his twenty-

fifth jubilee of ordination.  

 Additionally, Firle (below) 

conveyed “the Bambino of Ciorani 

which P. Provincial had obtained for our 

novitiate on his first trip to Italy in 1885. 

The ‘infant’ was used by the novices at 

Ciorani from time immemorial—perhaps 

at our Holy Father’s time. In Kansas 

City, some painter retouched it, whereby 

it lost its antique look. This was done 

when it first was sent to Kansas City, 

where it had been used by the novices 

ever since. It was not intended to have 

the Novitiate here and P. Provincial did 

not know it was to be 

here till the 

appointments were 

made from Rome.” 

 The devotion 

became more formalized 

through the construction 

of a rite: a series of 

seven exercises that 

commenced on the 

evening of the 24th. 

This included the 

placement in the chapel, 

an empty table in the 

middle of the sanctuary. 

The altar was to be 

adorned with fresh 

flowers and candles. A special votive 

Mass of Christmas is to be celebrated in 

accordance with the formularies 

provided. Mass could be celebrated in all 

Redemptorist oratories by all priests, but 

only by one priest in each Redemptorist 

church. “Whether a high Mass or a low 

Mass, it enjoys the privilege of a solemn 

votive Mass: Gloria, Credo, no 

commemoration except of a fest of the 

second class, a major ferial day and a 

collect pro re gravi if any.”  

 There were numerous prohibitions 

on the celebration of this votive Mass if 

they conflicted with feasts related to 

Christ, Sundays, or feasts of the first 

class, among others. For each exercise, a 

plenary indulgence of 300 days was 

granted for those assisting at them. 

“Likewise, 300 days for each station of 

the Bethlehematic Way.” 

 The first two exercises occur prior 

to night prayers on the 24th. The Infant 

makes an appearance during the third 

exercise, when the novice master 

receives it from an acolyte and it is 

placed on the table for incensing. The 

fourth and fifth exercise occur during the 

usual time for lauds, prime, and terce. 

The Visitation of the 

Shepherds from the 

Gospel of St. Luke is 

read. The sixth exercise 

supplies a deeper 

meditation on the 

Incarnation and invokes 

the opening of St. John’s 

Gospel on the 

enfleshment of the 

Word. Lastly, the 

seventh exercise 

celebrates Emmanuel, 

God with us. Two by 

two the novices 

approach the Infant and 

lay their “Response in 

Imitation of the Magi” on the table 

before the statue. As they do so, the 

novices say a short prayer in unison: 

“Kindly look down, O Lord, upon our 

gifts. We no longer offer you gold, 

frankincense and myrrh. Rather we offer 

and dedicate to you our entire lives and 

all our strivings after perfection in your 

image according to the precepts of the 

rule we hope to take upon ourselves.”  

 The tradition of “Little Christmas” 

also made its way into the formation 

experience of generations of 

Redemptorists in the Baltimore Province 



5 

 

as well. Just as the men from the West 

obtained a plenary indulgence of 300 

days for each station of the 

“Bethlehematic Way,” students at Mt. 

St. Alphonsus were exposed to the 

images known as the “Infant Stations.” 

Most but not all of these survive in the 

Redemptorist Archives as well.  

 For historical context, it is 

interesting to reproduce four additional 

letters of Father Loewekamp that speak 

of times and places that helped him 

make sense of his own vocation—one 

shared, not incidentally, with three other 

Loewekamp brothers, all of whom 

persevered as Redemptorists. The letters 

supply clues about the origins of the 

Ciorani Bambino. The first three are 

transcriptions initially made in 

September 1996 by the former Denver 

archivist, Lisa Gibbon, and further 

edited for clarity by me in March 2021. 

The last, from 1895, recounts how the 

Bambino came into Fr. Loewekamp’s 

possession.  

 

First letter: June 28, 1885 

 

J.M.J.A.T. 

Rome June 28 / 85 

 

Very Rev. & Dear F. Provincial, 

 It was two weeks yesterday since 

our safe arrival here in the Eternal City. I 

must say the kindness of Ff. & Bros. and 

their attention to us is exceedingly great. 

I cannot admire it enough & will find 

myself in perplexity to express my 

gratitude at leaving Rome, which will be 

on June 30th. We have made every effort 

to get to see the Holy Father but all of no  

use. On the 30th he will give a public 

audience. This is our last hope of seeing 

him. If we do not succeed in that we 

must leave Rome without having seen 

the Pope. We can say it is not our fault. 

However, there is something that 

compensates for it. It is our visit on the 

23 & 24 [of June] to Pagani & Ciorani. I 

would not sacrifice for seeing the Holy 

Father. Those two days I shall never 

forget. The good impressions I received 

there are indelible in my mind. The room 

in which S. Alph. died. The furniture, his 

bed, table, chairs, pictures, linen, 

clothes, etc., etc., to have seen and 

touched is a privilege, granted but to a 

few of us. In the adjoining room is the 

altar at which he would say Mass when 

able, in the latter years of his life. I had 

the privilege of saying Mass at this same 

altar and to kneel on the same kneeling 

bench during thanksgiving on which he 

would kneel so often in prayer. I cannot 

describe to you the happiness and holy 

awe I experienced that morning. The 

next morning, I said Mass in the Church 

at the altar under which the sacred 

remains of our founder rest. Never did I 

say mass with such devotion as on these 

two days. Next to my profession I 

esteem this as my greatest privilege. In 

the sacristy are preserved all the 

Episcopal Robes of the Saint. Precious 

relics indeed. 

 We paid also a short visit to Ciorani, 

the cradle of the Congregation. To see 

the very small cells occupied by our first 

novices-fathers moves one to tears. 

These cells and rooms sanctified by holy 

Redemptorist Ff. and Bros. are now, 

excepting a few, in the hands of the 

robber Government. The men of the 

government aimed to wipe out every 

vestige of religion, not satisfied with 

simply occupying the available space in 

the house, the[y] have injured and 

defaced whatever had the semblance of 

religion. In the former oratory they have 

torn up the tiles in the middle of the 

floor because the cross was seen there. 

The pictures on the walls and ceiling 
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frescoes have [been] mutilated and 

defaced. God will revenge such deeds. 

Having said mass in Loretto on 

Thursday we shall go to Buchen 

[probably Bochum, former site of the 

monastery of Maria Hilf] to meet F. 

General. With his permission and 

blessing we intend to visit a few houses 

in the different Provinces and if we meet 

with any good young subjects, willing 

and fit for our American Province, I 

shall not refuse them. 

 At my arrival I found the San 

Francisco question was a settled affair, 

though I had never written about it to 

Rome before. It seems Bishop [Joseph] 

Dwenger [of Fort Wayne] was charged 

by Archb. [Patrick] Riordan to promote 

the matter with F. General. Hence I was 

surprised, but glad, when I was told that 

you had been written to give or lend 

fathers for that purpose. We will talk the 

matter over when I return. I cannot say 

yet exactly what time that will be. I hope 

though about the middle of August. I 

intend to return by way of Quebec if you 

could arrange to make canonical 

visitation there about that time. I will 

send dispatch from Liverpool so stating 

when Steamer leaves. It takes about 9 

days to cross the ocean. Will you kindly 

send a few lines to Bishop Eton, where I 

expect to be in about 4 or 5 weeks. 

I hope you are well. 

 

Your poor Cfrere, 

(signed) Wm Loewekamp, CSSR 

 

Second letter: July 9, 1885 

 

J.M.J.A.T. 

Luxemburg July 9 / 85 

 

Very Rev. & Dear F. Provincial, 

 We bid adieu to Rome June 30th in 

the evening having had an audience of 

the Holy Father during the day. Said 

mass in Assisi July 1st, in the Casa 

Sancta in Loretto July 2nd, in Innsbruck 

July 4 5 & 6th, and in Puchheim July 7 

& 8th. In Puchheim we had the pleasure 

of meeting our Dear Father General. To 

see him is enough to love and esteem 

him and to put your confidence in him. 

He was exceedingly kind and 

condescending to us. He inquired about 

everything and everybody. I was 

astonished to find that he had such 

memory. In my last to you I said that we 

would land, Deo volente, in Quebec 

about the middle of August. 

 I find now that we shall be ready to 

enter on board the ship July 25th, 

leaving Antwerp or Havre and landing in 

N.Y. Hence our landing will be in the 

beginning of August in N.Y. Should 

anything come in the way, I will 

endeavor to inform you. I write this that 

you may not go to Quebec on my 

account sooner than convenient, as I had 

requested you in my last to arrange, if 

possible, to be there. 

 F. Heilig is in Bruxelles, where I 

will go tomorrow to meet him and 

Kockerols. I hope to see F. van de Braak 

too. In haste, I hope you are well. 

 

Your poor Cfrere, 

(signed) Wm Loewekamp CSSR 

 

Third letter: August 30, 1885 

 

J.M.J.A.T. 

St. Louis August 30 / 85 

 

V. Rev. & Dear F. Provincial, 

 Your very kind favor of 7th inst. 

reached me only yesterday. It is dated 

the day before our landing in Jersey 

City. As we did not go to N.Y. the FF. 

there probably did not hear of our arrival 

for some time. We touched land about 9 
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a.m. and 10:16 we were on the Limited 

Express and arrived in Balt. before 3 

p.m. We left F. Neu in St. James and F. 

Vlasak in St. Wenceslaus and F. Gruner 

and myself were in Ilchester before 7 

o’cl[ock]. On Monday I went to 

Pittsb[urgh], on Tuesday to Chicago, on 

Wednesday to St. Louis, arriving here 

Thursday Aug. 13 in the morning. 

 Our trip was a pleasant one all 

through. Nothing occurred to disappoint 

us except that I did not [meet] as many 

fathers as I had expected. Starting from 

Quebec May 30th, we arrived in landed 

in (sic) Liverpool after a safe journey 

June the 8th. We went to our Ff. in 

Bishop Eton who received us most 

kindly. Tuesday we left for London 

where we arrived 3 p.m. After a lunch I 

went to buy our tickets for Rome, to see 

St. Paul’s, Westminster Abbey, the 

Parliament building and Cardinal 

Manning. Wednesday morning at 7 we 

left London by way of Dover, Ostend, 

Ghent, Brussels, Namur to Luxemburg 

where I arrived at 11 the same evening. 

Next evening at same hour we left 

Luxemburg, travelled over Basle, 

through St. Gothard, travel over Milan to 

Rome, where we arrived on Saturday 

12:30 p.m. June 13th. The Fathers 

received us very kindly and prepared a 

good meal for us. F. General had left 

Rome a few days before. We stayed in 

Rome till the 30th of June, the 

day we had the happiness of 

seeing the Holy Father. We 

could not get a private audience 

though the FF. tried very hard 

and applied not less than 1/2 

doz[en] times. Bishop Vaughan 

was in Rome at the time and he 

had waited for two weeks in 

vain. You may imagine we 

made it our business to see all 

notable places and churches in 

Rome.  

 We paid also a visit to Naples and to 

Pagani and Ciorani. The visit to these 

two latter places pleased me more than 

all else. Ciorani is the cradle of the 

Congregation. There we saw the chapel 

in which our first fathers made their 

profession. The very small rooms, built 

by St. Alph. himself, in which they made 

their novitiate. I was so happy to get the 

Infant Jesus used in that novitiate from 

time immemorial.   

 In Pagani I was in the very same 

room in which St. Alph. lived and died. 

The same furniture, which was in it 

when he died is there still preserved. 

Bed, table, chairs, the chair on wheels, 

pictures and clothes worn by St. 

Alphonsus. The Provincial gave us some 

of these precious relics. In the room next 

to it is the very same altar at which St. 

Alph. would say mass. We had the 

happiness to say mass at this altar and to 

kneel on the same bench for 

Thanksgiving used by our H. Father. 

Under the side altar in the Church is a 

wax figure of life size, in which the 

sacred relics of his body are preserved. 

The figure represents St. Alph. in his 

episcopal robes. In the sacristy back of 

the altar are preserved most of the sacred 

vestment used by St. Alph. Also the 

silver tube which he used to take the 

sacred blood at mass. I cannot describe 
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to you, what impression the sight of all 

these Holy Things have made upon me. I 

can never forget them. 

 Shortly before our arrival Rev. […] 

had bought our house in Pagani in his 

own name and in the name of two of his 

consultors. 

 We left Rome June 30, perfectly 

satisfied and pleased with all we had 

seen and heard. We said mass in Assisi 

July 1st and in Loretto the day after. The 

4 and 5th July we spent in Innsbruck. On 

the 6th we were in Puchheim, where we  

met F. General. F. General was 

exceedingly kind to us. He would be at 

dinner and supper and spend the whole 

recreation with us. He was very lively 

and cheerful. He inquired about 

everything and I was not a little 

astonished to find that he was so 

extensively informed about matters here. 

He may live for many years to come. 

May God restore him to perfect health of 

body, for his mind is as clear as it can 

be. I revere him as a holy man. F. Prov. 

Hamerle had all his rectors assembled in 

Puchheim to make 10 days retreat in 

common. So we did not visit Vienna or 

any houses in Austria. Leaving 

Puchheim we travelled over Munich, 

Strasbourg and Metz to Luxemburg. I 

had the most sanguine hopes of getting 

recruits from F. Heilig. There are enough 

in his Province who seemed to me to be 

qualified and most willing to come to 

America, but the Prov. would not let 

them go. Also, in Holland I found 7 or 8 

young fathers who speak English more 

or less, and who are only to[o] anxious 

to come over, but the good Prov. F. 

Oomen would not consent to let them 

go. He offered me some, but I did not 

find them fit, therefore refused them. 

However, F. Heilig consented to let one 

of his Fathers come this fall, yet I will 

tell you more about this matter when we 

meet. I visited all our houses in Holland 

except that of Rotterdam. I had our 

esteemed Professor F. van de Braak for a 

companion on my trip in Holland. I met 

him in Roosendaal and I cannot describe 

how glad he was and how he inquired 

about everybody. Of course, that is his 

old habit and will be it till he dies. He 

took out his list of people he had had in 

his classes in America and inquired 

about every one of them. It took fully an 

hour and a half till he got through. He is 

as healthy and well as he was when here 

and would not refuse to come back. He 

has more white hair on his head and does 

not snuff so much as formerly, that is the 

only difference I perceived in him. He 

sends 1000 and 1 regards to you and all 

who know him. 

 F. [Gerard] Dielemans, whom I 

found in Herzogenbusch, has become 

very old looking, but is still very active 

in giving missions and retreats. He too 

was glad to see me and to hear from his 

former students and wished to be 

remembered. F. van Ryckevorsel and I 

met in Rosemond. He is the one who got 

out the pictures of the Rectors Major of 

the Congregation. He has not forgotten 

Balt. where he was 33 years ago. In 

Wittem I met a very nice crowd of 

students. About 8 of them came to me 

privately to offer themselves to go to 

America. Wittem is the Alma Domus 

Studentum. It has the most valuable 

library I have met on my travels. I saw 

the grave of good F. Bernard 

[Hafkenscheid]. I also visited Vaals, 

Aachen, Trier and Echternach. By 

prearrangement I met F. Ko[c]kerols, 

Prov. of Belgium in Beauplateau where 

he has his new studentate, built within 

the last four years. It is a larger and 

splendid building. There are about 50 

students who all have to learn English. 

His intention seems to be to take Canada 



9 

 

by storm. He is certainly a very pushing 

man and able at the same time. He sends 

his best regards to you. 

 Thus far I wrote last and here I am 

now. Work came in between. I hope you 

will excuse. In Amsterdam I learned that 

I could cross the ocean for $54 and as 

we were four, I decided to return by that 

way. The accommodation, table, etc., 

were no 1st [class] but it took not two 

weeks on the water, a difference of 4 or 

5 days; but a saving of money nearly 

$200 - for the four of us. Now to 

business. I need the three fathers in the 

second novitiate by the first of October. I 

hope this will not disturb you. I will 

write to F. Henning to that effect in a 

few days. Should there be any objection 

on your part please inform me by 

dispatch, and I will delay till I hear from 

you further about the matter. 

 Our college in Kansas City will 

open only on 1st Oct. as we are building 

an addition, which will be ready only 

then, and having an additional number of 

boys we had not room enough to open 

the college before. I have another 

pressing matter to confer with you about, 

but I must delay till a later date. I hope 

you are well. 

 

Your poor Confrere, 

(signed) Wm Loewekamp C.Ss.R. 

 

Fourth  Letter:  February 3, 1895 

 

Chicago 

St. Alphonsus Church 

631 Wellington Ave. 

 

Rev. dear Fr. Master [August Ahlert]: 

 In reply to your inquiry about the 

statue of the Infant Jesus you have in the 

Novitiate and which I brought from 

Pagani in June 1885, I beg to state: that 

the statue was shown to me by the  

Provincial and other Fathers as a 

precious relic from their Novitiate at 

Ciorani, the place where St. Alphonsus 

and his first companions made their 

Novitiate and Profession. The Novitiate 

of the Neapolitan Province was 

suppressed in t1870 or 1872. They said 

that it had been used and venerated there 

from time immemorial. They could not 

say that it was there already in the time 

of St. Alphonsus, though I asked this 

question expressly, but they repeated 

that it had been used there for many 

years and that the time it was introduced 

into that Novitiate was unknown.  

 I always considered that figure 

venerable by the fact that it was used for 

many years in the Novitiate which was 

first in our dear Congregation. Though 

its first use may not date back to the time 

of St. Alphonsus, it is most venerable to 

us on account of the above stated fact. 

 

Your devoted cfr., 

(signed) Wm. Loewekamp, C.Ss.R. 

 

 

 

 Prior to its placement in 

Philadelphia in 2018, when the Denver 

Province collections were transferred 

there, the Bambino was displayed at the 

Denver Provincial offices in Denver, 

Colorado. It shows signs of wear, with 

extensive chipping and flaking paint, but 

nothing of its symbolism is lost. 
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Although parishes and parish missions are the two ministries with which the 

Redemptorists of the Baltimore Province are often most closely associated, these are not 

the only forms of service in which they engage God’s people. An area of Catholic life 

and Redemptorist ministry that has not received as much attention from the scholarly 

community is that of retreat ministry and its quiet work among the faithful. In his book, 

Living Stones, Franciscan Father Joseph Chinnici has written on the rise of the laymen’s 

retreat movement and its connection to the developing notion of Catholic Action in the 

first half of the twentieth century.1 Similarly, Jesuit Father Joseph McShane has written 

on Terence Shealy, S.J., and the origins of the laymen’s retreat movement in the U.S. 

among the Jesuits.2 But outside of jubilee books written for the anniversary of retreat 

house foundations,3 brief mention in the Baltimore Province’s official history from 

1963,4 and half of a chapter in The Redemptorist Centenaries, a history published by the 

Baltimore Province just seven years after its first series of weekend retreats for laymen 

were given, not much has been put in writing about the Redemptorist entrance and 

contribution to the laymen’s weekend retreat movement as it blossomed in the U.S. 

during first half of the twentieth century.5 

This paper is an attempt to contribute more detail and texture to the broad portrait of 

an important movement that has had lasting effects on the American Catholic laity. It will 

trace the origins of retreat ministry within the Redemptorist Congregation and look at 

how retreats for laypeople have been conducted by the Redemptorists. I will situate this 

analysis within the broader American laymen’s weekend retreat movement as it took root 

and spread in the first few decades of the twentieth century. Lastly, it will examine the 

first ten years of the Baltimore Province’s first successful full time retreat house, San 

Alfonso in West End, NJ.  

 

 
1 Joseph P. Chinnici, O.F.M., Living Stones: The History and Structure of Catholic Spiritual Life in the 

United States (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1989), 157-171. 
2 Joseph M. McShane, “’To Form an Elite Body of Laymen” Terence J Shealy, SJ, and the Laymen's 

League, 1911-1922,” Catholic Historical Review 78 (October 1992): 557-580. Catholic Periodical and 

Literature Index, EBSCOhost (accessed February 10, 2009). 
3 William Heanue, C.Ss.R., San Alfonso Retreat House:  Where God and Sea Come Together 1925-1975, 

privately published memorial book, copy in the Redemptorist Archives of the Baltimore Province, 

Brooklyn, NY (Hereafter, RABP). John Murray, C.Ss.R., “The Story of San Alfonso Retreat House 1925-

1975,” San Alfonso 75th Jubilee 1925-2005, privately published memorial book, copy in RABP.  
4 Michael J. Curley, C.Ss.R., The Provincial Story: A History of the Baltimore Province of the 

Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer (New York:  The Redemptorist Fathers, Baltimore Province, 

1963), 278, 311, and 325. 
5 John F. Bryne, C.Ss.R., The Redemptorist Centenaries (Philadelphia: The Dolphin Press, 1932), 281-287.  

COME AWAY: 
THE BEGINNINGS OF THE WEEKEND RETREAT MOVEMENT IN 

THE BALTIMORE PROVINCE OF THE REDEMPTORISTS 
By 

MATTHEW T. ALLMAN, C.SS.R. 
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Roots of Redemptorist Retreats 

 

The wellsprings of lay retreats are 

found early in the lives of the early 

Redemptorists. Even as the community 

started building its first foundations, the 

founder St. Alphonsus, had it in mind 

that the houses should be made large 

enough that there would be room for 

people to come stay with the community 

for periods of retreat.6  Priests and 

seminarians especially would be 

welcomed on retreat, but so would 

laymen, or “seculars” as they were 

referred to in the Rule.7 The 

Redemptorist Rule and Constitutions 

envisioned there being particular 

moments of the year when retreats, or 

“spiritual exercises,” would be 

conducted for groups within the houses. 

 
6 John F. Bryne, The Redemptorist Centenaries, 281. 
7 Codex Regularum, 93-94, n. 161. 
8 Ibid., 106, n. 210. “Perchè nelle nostre case non mancano mai forestieri, che di tempo in tempo si ritirano 

a fare da soli gli esercizi spirituali…”  
9 Ibid., 103-105, n. 198-209. 

The early Redemptorists were so 

accustomed to the idea of welcoming 

retreatants into their houses that the 1764 

Rule and Constitutions mentions that, 

“in our houses there never lack outsiders 

who from time to time retire to make the 

spiritual exercises by themselves.”8 

What were the early Redemptorist 

retreats like? For a start, they were 

highly regimented. Retreatants, be they 

alone or in a group were expected to 

stick to a strict order of the day 

characterized by regular periods of both 

individual and communal prayer and 

meditation, silence, spiritual reading, 

private devotions, Confession, the Mass, 

and visits to the Blessed Sacrament.9 

Working from the early Redemptorist 

rules and constitutions, the Redemptorist 

historian Fabriciano Ferrerro has come 
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up with an outline of what a typical day 

on one of these early retreats might have 

looked like.10   

What follows is a typical retreat 

schedule in a Redemptorist House 

according to the Rule of 1762, as 

interpreted by Fabriciano Ferrerro, 

C.Ss.R.11 

 

6:00 Rising and washing up 

(on half hour) 

6:30 Meeting in chapel (one 

and a half hours): a) a morning 

prayer; b) spiritual reading; c) 

meditation; d) sermon and act of 

sorrow. 

8:00 Personal reflection in 

chapel or in one’s room 

8:30 Little Hours of the 

Office in common (for priests) or 

Office of the Blessed Virgin 

Mary (for laity). 

9:00 Mass. Free time in one’s 

room, which can be used for 

examination of conscience, 

confession, personal writing, 

spiritual reading, pious 

devotions. 

10:30 Meeting in chapel (one 

and a half hours before lunch); 

a)spiritual reading (one quarter of 

an hour); b) instruction (which 

should not go beyond an hour); c: 

exam of conscience and Litany 

of the Virgin Mary. 

12:00 Lunch: Te Deum or 

Miserere. Relaxation (an hour 

and a half, total). 

 
10 Fabriciano Ferrerro, “Section Two: The 

Apostolate at Home,” in The History of the 

Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer: The 

Origins 1732-1739, Vol. I, Book I, ed. Francesco 

Chiovaro, C.Ss.R., trans. J. Robert Fenili, 

C.Ss.R. (Liguori: Liguori Publications, 1996), 

389-390. 

1:30 Rest (an hour in winter 

and autumn; an hour and a half in 

spring). 

2:30 End of rest and wash up 

(one quarter of an hour). 

2:45 Vespers and Compline. 

3:15 Spiritual reading. 

3:30 Visit to the Blessed 

Sacrament in common. 

3:45 Rosary. 

4:00 Rubrics (for priests), 

others free in their own rooms. 

4:30 Matins and Lauds. 

5:00 Relaxation. 

5:30 Meeting in chapel (two 

and a half hours before supper): 

a) spiritual reading (one quarter 

of an hour); b) meditation; c) 

sermon. 

7:30 Private reflection (one 

half hour). 

8:00 Supper. Te Deum or 

Miserere. Exam of conscience, 

Christian acts, Litany of the 

Virgin Mary. Recreation. Eight 

hours of sleep (including siesta). 

 

Those on group retreats were given 

preached conferences and engaged in 

common recreation among themselves, 

while those on retreat alone would be 

expected to stay largely separated from 

the regular Redemptorist community and 

were assigned a particular father who 

would look after their spiritual needs and 

make sure they were attending to the 

process of the retreat as they ought.12  

The Redemptorist rule did not 

specify the content of the various 

11 Fabriciano Ferrerro, “Section Two: The 

Apostolate at Home,” in The History of the 

Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer: The 

Origins 1732-1739, Vol. I, Book I, ed. Francesco 

Chiovaro, C.Ss.R., trans. J. Robert Fenili, 

C.Ss.R. (Liguori: Liguori Publications, 1996), 

389-390. 
12 Codex Regularum, 106, n. 210-212. 
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sermons or reflections to be given to the 

retreatants, but one can get a good idea 

of what Alphonsus thought the retreats 

should do for those attending by reading 

a letter that he wrote around 1771 to a 

young man contemplating his state in 

life.13 Alphonsus encouraged reflection 

on the eternal truths (death, judgment, 

heaven, and hell), as well as on sources 

of consolation such as Jesus Christ, 

divine mercy, prayer, and Mary. He also 

thought that there should be specific 

instructions for the retreatants on their 

state of life.14  The practice of 

Confession was given importance during 

 
13 Alphonsus Liguori, “Sull’ Utilità Degli 

esercizi spirituali fatti in solitudine,” Opere di S. 

Alfonso Maria De Liguori, volume 3, Opere 

Ascetiche, (Napoli: 1871), 216-222. Referenced 

in Fabriciano Ferrerro, “The Apostolate at 

Home,” 384. 

the days of retreat and the reception of 

Holy Communion was encouraged 

through a directive that there be at least 

two general Communions made during 

the exercises.15 

With this background on the origins 

and importance of retreat ministry in 

general in the life of their founder and of 

the early Redemptorists, it is possible to 

ask about the status of the retreat 

ministry in the Redemptorist mission to 

America and particularly in the 

Baltimore Province as it grew in the 

northeastern U.S. through the nineteenth 

century and into the twentieth. The Rule 

and Constitutions of the Redemptorists 

went through periodic revisions over the 

course of the Baltimore Province’s 

growing years, but the material on 

retreats within Redemptorist houses 

remained largely unchanged until the 

reforms of Vatican II. As a result, early 

in the history of the American mission 

there was at least some thought that 

within the American community 

provision ought to be made for the 

continuance of retreat ministry within 

our houses. It was not a priority in the 

first decades after their arrival in 1832, 

but by 1852 the community had 

developed to a point where it was 

offering space within the rectory at St. 

Alphonsus parish in Baltimore (seen 

below) for lay people to make retreats.16 

Nevertheless, no large scale investment 

of time or effort seems to have been 

placed in the promotion of retreats for 

laypeople within the community’s 

houses for the first ninety years or so of 

Redemptorist ministry in America.  

14 Ferrarro, “Apostolate,” 387-388. 
15 Codex Regularum, 105, n. 209. 
16 Lucas Fielding, Jr., The Metropolitan Catholic 

Almanac and Laity’s Directory, (1852), 70-71. 

Cited in Byrne, Redemptorist Centenaries, 281. 
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The source material on 

Redemptorists involved with lay retreats 

is also minimal. A classic compendium 

of preaching resources was developed by 

the renowned Redemptorist missionary 

Joseph Wissel, C.Ss.R., as The 

Redemptorist on the American Missions. 

First published privately in the 1870s, its 

focus was not on work within the walls 

of their own houses, but on ministry to 

specific groups of laypeople gathered in 

settings like colleges, academies, reform 

institutions, and parishes.17 A chapter 

entitled “Retreats Given to One or Two 

Priests or Laymen by Themselves,” 

while mentioning lay retreatants, does 

not concern the laity that much and gives 

only cursory attention to retreats within 

Redemptorist houses.18 A survey of the 

triennial reports given to the provincial 

government on the apostolic works of 

the various communities within the 

Baltimore Province from 1912 to 1915 

reveals that the experience of the 

province with only laypeople was hardly 

impressive. Not a single house within 

the province could answer the question, 

“Have any retreats been given in our 

House to seculars?” 

in the affirmative.19   

 

The Laymen’s 

Retreat Movement 

 

In the first 

quarter of the 

twentieth century, 

however, lay 

retreats were 

beginning to get 

better organized and 

promoted so that by 

January 7, 1928, 

 
17 Joseph Wissel, C.Ss.R., The Redemptorist on 

the American Missions, Vol. 3 Retreats, 

(Norwood: The Plimpton Press, 1920). 68-82 

Gerald C. Treacy, S.J., could stand 

before the first national conference of 

the Laymen’s Retreat Movement in the 

United States. Participants gathered at 

St. Joseph in the Hills, a recently 

established lay retreat house in Malvern, 

Pennsylvania (above/below).  

It was Treacy’s job to deliver the 

first presentation of the conference and 

to provide the men in attendance with a 

brief history of the rise of the laymen’s 

retreat movement in the U.S. His 

audience consisted of fifty men—twenty 

clerics and thirty lay men, all of whom 

were actively involved or invested in the 

ministry of weekend retreats for laity. 

18 Ibid., 79-82. 
19 Province Triennial Reports of 1912-1915, 

RABP. 
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Treacy was accompanied by three fellow 

Jesuits, but in his audience there were 

Paulists, Passionists, diocesan clergy, 

and one representative each from the 

Benedictines, the Redemptorists 

(represented by Father Charles Hoff), the 

Divine Word Missionaries, and the 

Trappists. The laymen came from as far 

as California, but the bulk of them were 

made up of Pennsylvanians.20  

Treacy began his address by 

identifying 1909 as the year in which the 

Retreat Movement for laymen in the 

United States got its start. He traced the 

origins of the movement to the vision of 

Father Terence Shealy, S.J. In 1910 

when Shealy himself, after a year of 

directing his first laymen’s retreats in 

New York City, spoke at the Eucharistic 

Congress in Montreal about the idea of 

retreats for laity, he referred the origins 

of the work to the inspiration provided 

by the movement already begun in 

Europe. Shealy spoke of the pioneering 

work of Père Henry in France in 1882, 

and he remarked that, “France, Belgium, 

Germany, England, Ireland, and other 

European States have welcomed the 

movement. It has at length extended its 

mighty arms to America. It is taking root 

in kindly soil. The generous response 

given to it everywhere makes me feel 

that the Retreat Movement is destined to 

grow in America.”21 Shealy’s feeling in 

1910 was correct. By 1929 the number 

of men’s retreat houses in America had 

reached fifty-five and in 1939 it would 

be up to one hundred and ten.22   

After Treacy completed his speech at 

Malvern in 1928, others began to gently 

 
20 Proceedings of the First National Conference 

of The Laymen’s Retreat Movement in the United 

States of America. Friday-Saturday-Sunday 

January 6, 7, 8, 1928 at St.-Joseph-in-the-Hills, 

Malvern, PA. Under the Patronage of His 

Eminence Cardinal Dougherty Archbishop of 

argue for their community’s leadership 

on starting the retreat movement in the 

U.S. was gently argued by the other 

religious present at the conference. A 

Divine Word Missionary pointed out 

that his community had been offering 

laymen’s retreats in Techny, Illinois, 

since the summer of 1906. A Jesuit from 

California informed his eastern brothers 

that there had been at least one 

organized group of laymen making 

regular retreats with the Jesuits in 

California since 1903. And a Passionist 

representative remarked on the fact that 

his community had conducted retreats 

for lay people in America as far back as 

the 1860s, though he also gave credit to 

Father Shealy for energizing the 

revitalization of retreat ministry that the 

Passionists were currently experiencing 

in North America.23   

Religious tend to protect the honor of 

their houses and it is too bad that not 

more attention was given in the 

conference to the pioneering layman 

who brought the idea of a retreat 

movement to Father Shealy in the first 

place. Treacy did mention him in his 

presentation, but his name was not 

picked up again by any of the other 

speakers. While Shealy was the first 

director of the eastern Jesuits’ laymen’s 

retreats, becoming a leading voice for 

the movement, it was actually a layman 

named Sidney Finlay who brought the 

idea of retreats for laymen to Shealy’s 

Jesuit provincial, Father Joseph 

Hanselman.24   

Sidney Finlay was a graduate of a 

Jesuit school and a member of the 

Philadelphia (Philadelphia: Laymen’s Weekend 

Retreat League, 1928), 1-13. 
21 Quoted in Proceedings, 14. 
22 Chinnici, Living Stones, 158. 
23 Proceedings, 21-24. 
24 Ibid., 15. 
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Xavier Alumni Sodality in New York 

when he got a letter from a friend who 

had first-hand experience of the Retreat 

Movement in England in 1908. Finlay 

liked what he heard from his friend and 

he discussed the idea of laymen’s 

retreats with members of his Sodality. 

They too were excited by the retreat 

idea, so Finlay presented the notion to 

the Jesuit provincial to see if the group 

could get clerical assistance and have a 

retreat for itself. It was only at this stage 

of the process in 1909 that Father Shealy 

got involved through the instigation of 

his provincial. Once Shealy was 

involved, however, he threw himself into 

the movement wholeheartedly.25 

Giving Sidney Finlay and his fellow 

sodalists their due, we have to say 

clearly that the American origins of the 

modern Laymen’s Retreat Movement 

were found not within a particular 

religious community or any group of 

clerics, but most profoundly within and 

among the laity. Laymen are the ones 

who wanted to have retreats and who 

brought their desires to the clergy who 

responded with enthusiasm.  

The rise of the retreat movement 

dovetails with the rise of what would 

eventually be called “Catholic Action” 

and by the time Pope Pius XI extended a 

blessing to the retreat movement through 

his 1929 encyclical, Mens Nostra, 

retreats and Catholic Action had become 

so closely connected, at least in Pius’ 

mind, that he saw one of the key 

functions of retreats to be the raising up 

of “compact companies of pious laymen, 

who, united to the Apostolic Hierarchy 

 
25 Ibid. 
26 Pius XI, Mens Nostra, Encyclical on the 

Promotion of the Spiritual Exercises to the 

Patriarchs, Primates, Archbishops, and Other 

Local Ordinaries in Peace and Communion with 

the Apostolic See, 1929, available online at 

by close bonds of charity may help it 

with active industry, by manifold works 

and labors devoting themselves to the 

Catholic Action.”26 

In the arc of this paper, however, we 

have not yet reached 1929. We are still 

back in 1909 and 1910, watching Sidney 

Finlay and his friends’ desire for a 

retreat give birth to an organized 

movement in New York.  As Father 

Shealy and the laymen who began the 

retreat movement started their work 

together, it quickly became clear that 

Shealy had a vision of retreat work that 

went well beyond the simple gathering 

of laymen for a few days of prayer and 

quiet. The first weekends went well, but 

Shealy wanted more. He believed that 

retreats could and should be schools for 

the apostolate, where Catholic men 

would be formed to go out and influence 

their society, actively taking on the 

growing secularism and socialism of 

their day. According to Shealy, retreats 

could help form the layman for an 

apostolate where he would spread the 

gospel of Christ in the world and foster a 

truly Catholic vision of society.27 He 

saw the men’s weekend gatherings as 

opportune moments for study and 

instruction, not just meditation and 

mental prayer   

In Shealy’s eyes, retreats were part 

of a larger movement, and he helped 

form his companions into not simply the 

“Laymen’s League for Retreats” but the 

“Laymen’s League for Retreats and 

Social Studies.”  He wished that the 

retreat movement might establish an 

“effective, activist elite.”28  To this end, 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xi/encyc

licals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_20121929_mens-

nostra_en.html (accessed on April 27, 2009). 
27 McShane, 557-580. 
28 Ibid. 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xi/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_20121929_mens-nostra_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xi/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_20121929_mens-nostra_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xi/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_20121929_mens-nostra_en.html
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Shealy proposed that the movement have 

a regular program of study that would 

take place outside of the retreat context. 

Under Shealy’s leadership, the league 

developed a School of Social Studies 

designed to form men who could 

become lecturers and writers, workers 

actively promoting Catholic social 

teaching. The school went 

through several incarnations 

during the period of Shealy’s 

work, for a time being part of 

the Jesuits’ programs at 

Fordham. Sadly, however, 

after Shealy’s death in 1922, 

the “social studies” side of the 

movement he worked so hard 

to foster faded from the scene.  

 

Redemptorists and Laymen’s 

Retreats 

 

The idea of weekend retreats for 

laymen had nevertheless been firmly 

established and the movement spread 

rapidly in different parts of the country. 

After Shealy and the Jesuits began their 

work in New York, in Boston the 

Passionists took the lead. By 1926 they 

had formed the Saint Paul of the Cross 

Laymen’s Retreat League. The 

 
29 Chinnici, 157-158. 

Laymen’s Weekend Retreat League that 

formed in Philadelphia was particularly 

pioneering, in that its members managed 

to buy their own retreat house in 

Malvern.  

In his excellent study of the retreat 

movement, Joseph Chinnici states that in 

the early twenties there were retreat 

organizations developing 

also in Louisville, Los 

Angeles, and Wichita.29 It is 

obvious that something 

about the laymen’s retreat 

movement in the first 

quarter of the century was 

working, attracting both the 

laity and the clergy who 

were eager to collaborate 

with them. By 1925, that 

clergy included the 

Redemptorists of the Baltimore 

Province. They opened their house in 

West End, Long Branch, New Jersey 

(shown above, front and back), for its 

first laymen’s weekend retreat in 

September of that year.  

The Baltimore Redemptorists’ 

embrace of the laymen’s retreat 

movement and the first retreat at West  
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End were a long time in coming. We 

have already noted the early tradition of 

retreat ministry for the laity within the 

broad Redemptorist heritage and seen 

that this particular element of the 

Redemptorist apostolate had been 

allowed to lay dormant in the American 

scene through the congregation’s first 

eighty years of ministry on the continent.  

However, as the retreat movement 

developed elsewhere, the idea of lay 

retreats in Redemptorists houses did 

manage to bubble to the surface within 

the Baltimore Province. A 1915 circular 

letter from the Redemptorist provincial 

superior, Joseph Schneider, mentions 

retreats for laypeople within 

Redemptorist houses and says that such 

 
30 Circular Letter, December 8, 1915, Joseph 

Scheider Files, Provincial Papers Collection, 

RABP. 
31 Transcription of 1901 deposition, Foundation 

Documents, Atlantic City File, Baltimore 

Province Foundations Collection, RABP. 

retreats are “strongly advocated.”30 This 

statement was following up on a 

discussion of the topic of lay retreats 

raised in a 1914 letter to the rectors of 

the province. After these initial letters, 

the first truly clear corporate step the 

Baltimore Province made toward 

organizing weekend retreats for laity 

took place in 1916 on the Jersey Shore.  

The Baltimore province had for 

several years maintained a house in 

Atlantic City. The Atlantic County Book 

of Deeds records the Redemptorist 

purchase of a piece of property in 1893 

under the provincial leadership of Father 

Ferdinand Litz.31 When the 

Redemptorists made this move it was a 

surprise to the local bishop, Michael J. 

O’Farrell in Trenton. His staff read the 

news of the purchase in a local paper, 

clipped out the article about the sale, and 

sent it to the Redemptorist provincial 

asking for an explanation.32 The 

Redemptorists were quick to assert their 

deference to the local bishop’s authority 

while explaining that the purchase of 

property without his permission only 

occurred because of the time constraints 

involved in the rapid sale of such a fine 

piece of real estate. They insisted that it 

was not the intention of the 

Redemptorists to set up a house for 

ministry in the bishop’s diocese without 

his permission. The Redemptorists 

simply wanted a summer vacation home, 

a place for healthy rest and recreation 

particularly for their seminary 

professors. It was in 1894 with Bishop 

O’Farrell’s successor, Bishop James A. 

McFaul, that the Redemptorists 

32 Michael J. O’Farrell to Ferdinand Litz, 

December 21, 1893, Foundation Documents, 

Atlantic City File, Baltimore Province 

Foundations Collection, RABP. 
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eventually managed to come to an 

agreement about the use of the 

property.33   

With the initial tension smoothed 

over, the Redemptorists followed 

through on their plans for the Atlantic 

City house. The first community Mass 

was celebrated there in April of 1896 

and the house served its purpose as a 

summer home for Redemptorists for the 

next twenty years. It was not a canonical 

foundation and rather than having a full-

time rector, it was overseen by the 

procurator of the province, Father 

George Dusold.  

In 1916, the character of the Atlantic 

City house changed. With Bishop 

McFaul’s permission it became a 

canonical foundation of the 

Redemptorists and received the name, 

“St. Joseph’s Retreat.” It was to be a 

mission house from which 

Redemptorists would go out preaching 

and also a retreat house to which non-

Redemptorists would be invited.  The 

very first entry in the house annals 

 
33 Articles of Agreement, October 3, 1894, 

Foundation Documents, Atlantic City File, 

Baltimore Province Foundations Collection, 

RABP.  
34 St. Joseph’s Retreat House Annals, 1, RABP. 
35 Relationes ad Chronistam Provincialem 

Faciendae, Anno 16, 13-14, Provincial Papers, 

RABP. 

speaks of the house’s “promising career 

as a Mission and Retreat house, with 

Week-end’s Laity Retreats or Retreats of 

various character as a specific end.”34 It 

was envisioned that bands of laymen 

might be formed in the different cities 

where the Redemptorists had 

foundations, and that if these bands 

reached the number of twenty men they 

would come to Atlantic City to make a 

retreat at St. Joseph’s.35  

Unfortunately, it seems that this plan 

never bore fruit. An examination of the 

retreat house annals reveals that 

weekend retreats were never actually 

conducted within the house. The 

missionaries stationed there had an 

active apostolate preaching outside St. 

Joseph’s, giving parish missions and 

other spiritual exercises. They also 

continued to welcome Redemptorists 

and some other priests and religious into 

the house for retreat and relaxation, but 

weekend retreats for laity never began. 

Writing twelve years after the fact, 

Redemptorist Father John Byrne places 

some of the blame for 

this false start upon the 

disturbance caused 

within the country by 

the World War.36 It is 

hard to know if this is 

the only reason the 

retreats never began. 

Byrne attributes the 

impulse to begin the 

ministry in 1916 to the 

Redemptorist 

Consultor General, 

36 Joseph Byrne, “The Baltimore Province: 

Retreats to Laymen in our House at West End, 

New Jersey,” manuscript written February 15, 

1928, Foundation Documents, Atlantic City File, 

Baltimore Province Foundations Collection, 

RABP. 
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Father Fidelis Speidel.37 It is possible 

that while Speidel was originally from 

the Baltimore Province, his desire to see 

a Redemptorist weekend retreat ministry 

for laity flourish in the eastern U.S. did 

not fully coincide with the passions of 

the men still in the province after he had 

moved to Rome.  

Whatever the case, weekend retreats 

for laity conducted by the Redemptorists 

would have to wait until they left 

Atlantic City and set up shop in West 

End, New Jersey. They made this move 

in 1922. The Atlantic City house had 

ceased to be a canonical foundation in 

1920, and the province began looking 

for a new home on the Jersey Shore, as it 

perceived that the neighborhood around 

St. Joseph’s was becoming less 

conducive to the peace and quiet desired 

for a religious retreat house. In 1922 the 

Provincial of the Redemptorists, James 

Barron, authorized the purchase of a  

cottage at West End, and over the next 

few years, the Redemptorists gradually 

bought more property adjoining this 

original purchase. Once more the goal of 

 
37 Ibid. 

the house on the Jersey Shore was 

primarily to have a fitting spot for 

summer relaxation for the confreres, but 

there were men within the province who 

had not given up on the idea of a 

Redemptorist retreat house for laymen’s 

weekend retreats.  

In fact, in 1923, as Charles Becker, 

the provincial procurator (shown below), 

wrote to Barron about the purchase of 

more property at West End, he 

exclaimed, “What a 

grand place West End 

would make for 

Laymen’s Retreats!  

Another dream of 

mine. You will know 

how to interpret it.”38 

When Becker died in 

1927, the chronicler 

at West End would 

remember him as “the 

Apostle of the 

Laymen’s  

Retreat Movement” 

who “often expressed 

38 Charles Becker to James Barron, March 30, 

1923, James Barron File, Provincial Papers 

Collection, RABP. 

Fr. Charles Becker 

on the board walk. 

 



21 

 

his prayerful wish to establish a Retreat 

House.”39 

Becker’s dream expressed in 1923 

started to become a reality in 1925. 

According to Father Michael Curley, 

C.Ss.R., the Redemptorists were in the 

market for new apostolic endeavors 

during the 1920’s.40 There were large 

numbers of men being ordained from the 

Redemptorist seminary in Esopus, NY, 

and once flourishing German ethnic 

parishes within the 

province were 

shrinking, demanding 

fewer priests to serve 

them. It was time for 

the province to 

expand in new 

directions, and the 

retreat ministry was 

one avenue for a new 

apostolic endeavor.  

The notes from a 

March 1925 

Provincial 

Consultation, a 

regular meeting of the 

provincial council, 

read, “A project 

cherished for some 

time but never actually inaugurated 

(except one abortive attempt at Atl. City) 

and now seriously contemplated 

appealed forcibly to the Consulta, i.e. to 

open our house at West End for 

laymen’s retreats in June and September, 

and even later if applications should 

warrant an extension.”41 The Consulta 

determined that Father Charles Hoff, a 

Redemptorist who had served in Puerto 

 
39 West End House Annals, October 9, 1927, 

RABP. 
40 Curley, The Provincial Story, 310. 
41 Provincial Consultation: 1922-1938, March 

12, 1925, p. 47, Provincial Papers Collection, 

RABP. 

Rico and who had been back in the 

States for a number of years should be 

the man to approach then-Bishop 

Thomas Walsh of the Diocese of 

Trenton and find out what he might 

think of their entering into this new 

apostolate in his diocese.  

Father Hoff (shown here) was a good 

man for the job. He proved popular in 

ecclesiastical circles in 1925. That same 

year, with help of his rector major, he 

narrowly avoided 

becoming the bishop 

of the new See of 

Ponce in Puerto Rico, 

for which he had been 

proposed by the 

Apostolic Delegate, 

Archbishop Pietro 

Benedetti.42  

When he met with 

Bishop Walsh, he 

must have made a fine 

impression. By May it 

was reported to the 

provincial council that 

the bishop seemed to 

favor the idea of the 

retreat house and that 

he had said he would 

refer it to his council.  

In June, Hoff (shown here) was 

given responsibility for the house at 

West End (it had no rector, since it was 

not yet a canonical foundation) and in 

September he approached the bishop 

again. The priest had been helping out 

on a First Friday at a diocesan parish in 

Spring Lake, New Jersey, and Bishop 

Walsh was there saying Mass. Hoff had 

42 Provincial Consultation: 1922-1938, June 

1925, p. 66, Provincial Papers Collection, 

RABP. 
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breakfast with the bishop and raised the 

question of laymen’s retreats again. 

There in the dining room the bishop 

gave his permission for the new work 

and promised to support it.43   

Hoff worked quickly. He reported 

the news back to Barron, the provincial, 

and to the Consultor General, Speidel, 

the same consultor who had been a 

supporter of the retreat idea as much as a 

decade earlier. Both were pleased. The 

house at West End would be named 

“San Alfonso” in honor of the 

Redemptorist founder.44 Within four 

days Hoff had composed and sent a 

letter to Bishop Walsh that the bishop in 

turn posted to all the pastors of his 

diocese, letting them know about the 

Redemptorists’ opening of the new “San 

Alfonso” retreat house and inviting 

laymen to participate in the first ever 

weekend retreat at the foundation. The 

bishop instructed his pastors to read 

Hoff’s letter at all the Masses on 

 
43 West End House Annals, September 4, 1925, 

RABP. 
44 Ibid. 

September 13, and encourage 

participation in the first retreat, which 

would take place just twelve days later.45 

Twice more at the diocesan priests’ 

retreats in the intervening weeks, the 

bishop recommended the laymen’s 

retreats and again encouraged his clergy 

to give them their support.  

Then on Friday night, September 25, 

the first laymen’s weekend retreat 

conducted by the Redemptorists of the 

Baltimore Province began. Father 

Thomas Hanley, the Provincial 

Consultor, an experienced missionary 

based in Brooklyn was the retreat 

director.  Twelve laymen participated, 

coming from New York and New Jersey. 

The retreat ran from Friday night 

through Sunday evening. We do not 

have evidence concerning the topics of 

the retreat conferences, but it is possible 

that they were similar to those attributed 

to Father Hoff’s retreats by Father John 

Byrne in 1928. The house annals of 

West End proclaim that the men went 

home after that first retreat weekend 

“happy as little boys,” and that while 

they were on retreat they showed great 

interest and devotion as well as a fine 

spirit of sociability.46 All seemed to 

believe that the first retreat was a 

resounding success.  

Not so the second! The following 

weekend, October 3, only one man 

showed up at the door to San Alfonso. 

He stayed for the weekend and was 

given a retreat by Father Hanley, but he 

was to be the last retreatant of the year. 

A new ministry for the province had 

begun, but it was hardly standing on a 

firm pair of legs. Help would come in 

the next few days when Bishop Walsh 

wrote to Father Hoff encouraging him to 

45 Ibid., September 7, 1925. 
46 Ibid., September 28, 1925. 
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contact the New Jersey state chaplain of 

the Knights of Columbus, Father Joseph 

A. Ryan, and to work with the Knights 

for the growth of the retreat movement.47 

This connection would guarantee the 

future of the Redemptorist retreat 

ministry. 

With Bishop Walsh’s help, Father 

Ryan invited Father Hoff to a special 

meeting of the state officers of the 

Knights of Columbus in New Jersey. 

The meeting took place in November of 

1925, and Father Hoff addressed eighty 

representatives from around the state, 

pushing the importance of the retreat 

movement and advertising it as a means 

for promoting the lay apostolate.48  The 

Knights were quick to show their 

interest. Previously, Knights from New 

Jersey had been going to New York or 

Pennsylvania to make weekend retreats, 

but now they could begin to use the 

resources at West End.  

In fact, as Father Hoff worked 

throughout the winter of 1925-26 to 

promote the retreat house, the State 

Council of the New Jersey Knights of 

Columbus booked the very first retreat 

for the new year, the weekend of April 

23. The second and third weekends of 

the season were also filled by Knights on 

retreat. Their general impression must 

have positive, because on May 14, 1926, 

at their convention in Atlantic City, the 

Knights of Columbus of New Jersey 

passed a resolution “to foster the 

interests of San Alfonso and to adopt it 

as their Retreat House.”49  

That resolution and the strong bond 

of loyalty built up during the early 

 
47 Ibid., October 15, 1925. 
48 John F. Byrne, “The Baltimore Province: 

Retreats to Laymen in our House at West End, 

New Jersey,” manuscript, History Folder, West 

End File, Baltimore Province Foundations 

Collection, February 15, 1928. RABP. 

rounds of retreats at West End were 

going to prove important when the 

Jesuits were given a house in 

Morristown, New Jersey, in 1927. In 

June of that year, the State Deputy of the 

Knights of Columbus informed the 

Redemptorists that the Jesuit superior of 

the Morristown retreat house, Father 

Stark, had asked him to transfer the 

retreat activities of the Knights to the 

new Jesuit foundation, claiming that it 

was “a real retreat house, open year 

round.”50 In its first few years, Sant 

Alfonso only ran retreats in the spring 

and the fall, closing during the winter 

and being open only to Redemptorists 

during much of the summer. The deputy 

declined the Jesuit’s advances, citing the 

Knights’ resolution of 1926, and he and 

the State Secretary of the Knights 

pointedly made retreats at San Alfonso 

in June of 1927 to reaffirm the Knights’ 

ties to the Redemptorists and their 

house. 

The annals from the early days of the 

retreats at West End show what a 

positive impact they had. Undoubtedly, 

the beauty of the house’s seaside 

location must have played a role in many 

men’s enjoyment of the retreats, but the 

letters and notes they have left behind 

point to more. A series of comments in 

the October 1926 edition of the “Regina 

Rambler,” a publication of the Knights 

of Columbus of Rutherford, New Jersey, 

has men speaking about the balance of 

the exercises, the explanation of Church 

doctrine, the physical comfort of the 

retreat house, and also the personality of 

Father Hoff.51 Bishop Walsh certainly 

49 West End House Annals 1925-1926, June 

1927, RABP. 
50 Ibid. RABP, 
51 Byrne, “Retreats,” 1928, RABP. 
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developed confidence in him.  Beginning 

in the spring of 1927 Father Hoff 

became the bishop’s preacher of choice 

for major feasts at the cathedral, 

preaching there for the High Mass at 

Easter and the Midnight Mass at 

Christmas.52 Then, when Bishop Walsh 

moved on from Trenton in the summer 

of 1928, the new bishop, John 

McMahan, picked up right where Walsh 

had left off. During a dinner at the 

diocesan priests’ retreat that September 

in Spring Lake, NJ, the new bishop 

made a point of singling out Father Hoff 

to praise the work he was doing at West 

End. The bishop asked all of his clergy 

to take time the next Sunday at Mass to 

encourage the men of their parishes to 

make retreat at San Alfonso.53 

Bishop Walsh had been so pleased 

with the beginnings of the Redemptorist 

retreat ministry in his diocese that he had 

spoken to the Pope about it during his 

visit to Rome over the summer of 1926, 

and he secured a papal blessing for all 

men who would make a retreat in West 

End.54   

Sadly, Father Hoff’s ministry was 

cut short by tragedy just a days after the 

new bishop spoke so well of him. On 

September 25, 1928, Father Hoff went 

for a swim in the waters of the Atlantic 

in front of San Alfonso. He never 

returned. After searching and giving up 

hope that they would recover his body, 

Father Hoff’s Redemptorist brothers 

finally celebrated a funeral mass for him 

on October 25.   

Despite the tragedy of Father Hoff’s 

death, the retreat season moved on and 

to fill the gap left by the charismatic 

preacher the provincial superior, Father 

Barron, turned to Father Joseph Turner, 

a 47 year-old Redemptorist missionary 

 
52 West End House Annals 1925-1926, 

Christmas, 1927 and April 8, 1928, RABP. 

who already had a well established 

reputation as a preacher.  Father Turner 

(shown here) came to West End to 

conduct the last few retreats of the fall 

1928 season and then quickly started 

making plans about what would come 

next for the ministry. Turner’s time at 

San Alfonso was going to mark a serious 

expansion. 

Father Hoff had long been 

encouraging the province to buy a house 

and more property adjoining San 

Alfonso, and in the winter after his 

death, further acquisitions were made. 

By November of 1928 Father Turner had 

met in Newark with state officers of the 

Knights of Columbus and put forth a 

new plan to systematize further their 

53 Ibid., September 13, 1928. 
54 Ibid., August 22, 1926. 
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involvement at San Alfonso. He 

encouraged them to pledge that the 

various councils would send forty men 

to make a retreat each week for forty 

weeks in the coming year. The Grand 

Knights agreed, and a committee was 

established to complete the 

arrangements. The eighty-four councils 

of the state were divided into groups and 

assigned dates for when they should 

send their quota of men on retreat.55 

Such a schedule implied a longer, more 

nearly year-round program of retreats at 

San Alfonso, and Father Turner and 

other Redemptorists worked over the 

winter to make this possible, overseeing 

the installation of a heating system in the 

retreat house.   

During the winter, the bishop 

showed his confidence in the new retreat 

master by inviting him to take the place 

of Father Hoff at the cathedral, 

preaching once more at the Christmas 

Midnight Mass. Father Turner also took 

Father Hoff’s place at the Laymen’s 

Retreat Convention at Cincinnati, the 

successor meeting to the great 1928 

gathering at Malvern, where Father Hoff 

had held forth about the Redemptorist 

tradition of retreat work. In Cincinnati 

Father Turner described the work of the 

past year, but he also spoke confidently 

of his grand scheme with the Knights of 

Columbus for the year to come.56 

The 1929 season of retreats began on 

April 5, and with the very first weekend 

the retreatants realized that Father 

Turner was bringing them something 

truly new. Turner broke away from 

Father Hoff’s more generalized 

conference themes and spoke directly to 

the Knights as Knights. He chose to 

develop a whole retreat on the 

ceremonial and constitutions of the 

 
55 Introduction, West End House Annals 1929-

1937, RABP. 

Knights of Columbus, and this choice 

met with resounding success. The 

Knights were encouraged to reflect on 

their pledges as Catholic Knights, and on 

their core values of faith, charity, 

fraternity and patriotism. Father Turner 

wanted to get them to understand how 

they were called to be better Knights and 

better Catholics and as the retreat came  

to a close, he presented the Knights with 

a talk on Mary, the Blessed Mother, as 

the Knight’s lady, and he encouraged the 

men to dedicate themselves to her. He 

blessed the men, gave them the papal 

blessing, and then had them renew aloud 

their pledges and degrees in the presence 

of the Blessed Sacrament. All of this 

made quite an impression on the 

retreatants, and the men who attended 

the first retreat of the season promised 

they would be sending others along. 57   

After April, the retreats continued 

throughout 1929, for the first time 

running during the whole summer as 

well as the spring and fall. Father 

Turner’s plan of groups of forty Knights 

for forty weekend retreats did not work 

out perfectly, but by the end of the year, 

more men had made retreat at San 

Alfonso than ever before. In 1928 three 

hundred and twenty-one men had come 

on sixteen retreat weekends. In 1929 one 

thousand and eighteen men came to San 

Alfonso on forty-nine retreat weekends. 

Father Turner gave the bulk of these 

retreats, but he was assisted by two other 

Redemptorists, Fathers Kleeman and 

Kenzel, who combined for twenty-one 

retreats for one hundred and ninety-five 

men. Father Kleeman usually gave 

separate retreats to any non-Knights who 

came to the house, and Father Kenzel 

was only at the house briefly, filling in 

56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. April 7, 1929. 
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for Father Turner while he was away 

preaching elsewhere.58  

The 1929 retreat season ended in 

early December, and later that month, 

December 22, the Knights of Columbus 

Retreat Committee and Retreat Captains 

met at San Alfonso. Father Turner did 

not seem ready to rest on the laurels of 

the past year, and neither did the 

Knights. In April, Conner French, the 

State Deputy of the Knights of 

Columbus of New Jersey, spoke at a 

dinner held in his honor and he told 

those present that he had “just one thing 

he wanted before he left office, and that 

was the assurance that a larger 

percentage of the Knights would make a 

Retreat this year.”59  

 
58 Conspectus Laborum, West End House Annals 

1929-1937, 49, RABP. 
59 West End House Annals 1929-1937, April 6, 

1930, RABP. 

Father Turner and his fellow 

Redemptorists were relentless in their 

promotion of the retreat movement. 

Turner visited Councils of the Knights. 

He traveled to Detroit for the third 

annual meeting of the Laymen’s Retreat 

Conference. He set up a winter banquet 

for all those who had made retreat at San 

Alfonso the year before and gave out a 

prize to the Knight’s Council that sent 

the highest percentage of their men on 

retreat.60  He took to the airwaves and 

made a radio broadcast about the 

laymen’s retreat movement on WLWL 

out of New York.61  In June of 1930, 

when a movie cameraman from 

Brooklyn made retreat at the house along 

with one hundred and forty five other 

men, the Redemptorists made sure he 

60 Ibid., February 23, 1930. 
61 Ibid., April 22, 1930. 
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recorded some footage of the weekend, 

footage that they would proceed to use 

when speaking of retreats at parishes in 

the future. 

 These promotional efforts bore fruit 

and again there was an increase of 

retreatants in 1930.  However, Father 

Turner was no longer the man 

interacting with the majority of the 

retreatants. That job fell to Redemptorist 

Father John P. Murphy (below), who 

was assigned to the San Alfonso 

community in May of 1930. By the end 

of that year, he had given retreats to 744 

men compared to Father Turner’s 482.62 

Turner was periodically away from San 

Alfonso giving priests’ retreats and other 

spiritual exercises for which he was 

much in demand and he would 

eventually be transferred from San 

Alfonso in 1931 and go back to the work 

of a parish missionary. Murphy would 

 
62 Ibid, 1930 Report. 
63 Ibid, April 16, 1934. 

stay at San Alfonso and become the key 

retreat preacher and promoter of the 

ministry for the next several years, until 

1935. During this period, he continued 

San Alfonso’s ties with the Knights of 

Columbus and was untiring in making 

the rounds of Council meetings to 

encourage men to participate in the 

Redemptorist retreats. During his time at 

the retreat house the Redemptorists 

would also broaden their net to welcome 

in others. In particular, the community 

reached out to the Holy Name Societies 

of New Jersey as they became more 

organized in 1934.63 In that same year, 

Father Murphy also suggested to his 

rector, Father Francis Fischer, that there 

be women’s weekend retreats. The 

Provincial encouraged them to speak 

about it with the then-bishop of Trenton, 

Bishop Moses Kiley, however nothing 

came of the plan for many years to 

come.64 

 

With West End’s Success, Replication 

 

Through its first decade the retreat 

ministry found a firm footing in the 

Baltimore Province at San Alfonso, and 

it continued to see expansion for decades 

to come. New retreatants discovered the 

house each year, and many who made 

one weekend retreat ended up 

committing to an annual return. It 

became a point of pride for long term 

retreatants to bring their sons along with 

them when these young men became old 

enough to participate. 

Growth in the retreat ministry for the 

Redemptorists occurred not just on site 

at San Alfonso, but also in new 

foundations in the dioceses of Scranton 

and Rochester. Fr. Turner and Fr. 

Murphy both played a role in the 

64 Ibid, May 17, 1934. 
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expansion. In 1940, largely through 

contacts developed by Father Turner 

while he was preaching in the diocese of 

Scranton, the bishop there, William J. 

Hafey, invited the Redemptorists of 

Baltimore to set up the province’s 

second retreat house in Tobyhanna, 

Pennsylvania. Then in 1941 Father 

Murphy played the role of pioneer in 

founding the third retreat house of the 

province, Our Lady of the Lake Retreat 

House in Geneva, New York.  

While retreat ministry continues to 

this day at San Alfonso, the 

Redemptorists ceased ministry at 

Tobyhanna in 1988. Redemptorist retreat 

ministry in the diocese of Rochester has 

undergone several transitions since its 

beginnings at Our Lady of the Lake in 

Geneva. The ministry is now centered at 

the Redemptorists’ Notre Dame Retreat 

House in Canandaigua, NY. 

While it is true that retreat ministry 

has often been overshadowed in the 

history of the Baltimore Province by the 

Redemptorists’ commitment of many 

more men and resources to parish work, 

and while retreat ministry has never held 

within the popular imagination of many 

Redemptorists’ the same pride of place 

as mission preaching — the “original” 

work of the Congregation — 

nevertheless, retreat ministry has always 

been a part of the Redemptorist identity.  

In the twentieth century it found a 

vibrant expression within the Baltimore 

Province as the Redemptorists joined in 

the burgeoning laymen’s retreat 

movement and put their own spin on this 

movement at San Alfonso Retreat House 

and beyond. It remains to be seen how 

Redemptorist retreat ministry will 

continue to develop in the 21st century, 

but there is no doubt that the 

Congregation will continue trying to 

 
65 Byrne, “Retreats,” February 15, 1928. 

respond to the needs of those who wish 

to “Come Away” and encounter God’s 

plentiful redemption through a moment 

of quiet retreat and grace in our 

wounded world. 

 

Appendix A 

 
The “Order of Exercises” for the first laymen’s 

retreat at San Alfonso, as recorded within the 

West End House Annals, September 25, 1925. 

 

A.M. 6:30  Rising 

 7:00 Prayer in Chapel 

 7:15 Holy Mass 

 7:45 Breakfast 

 8:15 Recreation (conversation) 

 9:00 Sermon and Reflection 

 9:45 Reading in one’s room. 

 10:15 Way of the Cross 

 10:30 Free time (Walk on lawn or 

beach) 

 10:45 Conference in Chapel 

 12:00 Dinner (Short reading) 

P.M. 12:45 Recreation 

(Conversation) 

 1:30 Rest in one’s room 

 3:00 Rosary in Chapel 

 3:15 Private devotions in Chapel 

 3:30 Sermon 

 4:30 Free time (Conversation) 

 5:30 Visit to the Blessed Sacrament 

and short reading. 

 6:00 Supper 

 6:45 Recreation in common 

 8:00 Sermon 

 8:45 Benediction and Prayers 

 9:30 Retire 

 10:00 All lights out. 

 

Appendix B 

 
A 1928 manuscript written by Father John Byrne 

gives a description of the standard themes for the 

retreat conferences as developed by Father 

Charles Hoff.65  If one combines this description 
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(the elements of which are printed below in 

italics) with the advertisements Father Hoff had 

printed for the retreat house for the 1926 season 

one can discern the following schedule for the 

early Redemptorist retreats at West End.
66 

 

Friday 

P.M. 9:00 Opening address with 

explanation of the purpose of the Retreat 

 

Saturday 

A.M. 6:30  Rising 

 7:00 Prayers in Chapel/Holy Mass 

 7:45 Breakfast 

       9:00 Instruction in Chapel “On the 

Destiny of Man” 

 9:45 Reading in one’s room. 

 10:15 Way of the Cross 

 11:30  Instruction in Chapel “On 

Sin” 

P.M. 12:00 Dinner 

  Recreation 

 1:45 Rest in one’s room 

 3:00 Rosary in Chapel 

 3:30 Instruction in Chapel “On a 

Happy and an Unhappy Eternity” 

 5:30 Visit in Chapel 

 6:00 Supper / Recreation 

 8:00 Instruction “On Sacrament of 

Penance” 

  Night Prayers 

 9:30 Retire 

 10:00Lights out 

 

Sunday 

A.M. 7:00 Holy Communion 

 9:00 Practical Faith 

 11:30 Ten Commandments 

P.M. 3:30 Prayer, Devotion to the 

Blessed Virgin 

 7:00 Rule of Life 

 

 
66 “Retreats for Laymen,” leaflet advertisement, 

1926 Folder, Chronological Files, West End File, 

Baltimore Province Foundations Collection, 

RABP. 
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Editor’s note: The present corona virus pandemic 

has largely overshadowed more celebratory events 

such as the jubilee year dedicated to St. Clement 

Hofbauer, the Apostle of Vienna, which closed on 

his feast day, March 15, 2021. There are few 

sources in North America that contribute to the 

history of this important figure, including his 

canonization cause, which was completed in 1909. 

That does not mean, however, that the confreres 

who served in America were somehow ungrateful 

for or unaware of St. Clement’s contribution to the 

Congregation and to the holiness of the Church. 

Some took steps to pray in earnest for his 

beatification and canonization and at least one 

hoped that a supposed cure brought about through 

his intercession might be used in the cause. The 

following extract is from a letter found in the 

Redemptorist Archives, Philadelphia. Written in German by Father Leonard Schwabel, then stationed at 

St. Peter the Apostle in Philadelphia, it has been transcribed and translated by Redemptorist Frs. 

Andreas Hiller and Dominic O’Toole of Vienna. We are grateful to them for their efforts, as well as 

Father Adam Owczarski, C.Ss.R., the Congregation’s Archivist in Rome, for obtaining their services. It 

has been edited for grammar and style. 

 

J.M.J.A 

 

St. Peter’s, Philadelphia, Pa 

February 3, 1886. 

 

“Venerable Hofbauer works a 

miracle in Philadelphia.” 

 

Most Reverend Fr. Provincial 

(Schauer)-- 

 

I have done what I said I 

would when you came on 

Visitation. I went to Dr. 

Strittmater, and then told the 

Administrator, R.P. Rector. Then, 

again, he said nothing. Dr. 

Materials Related to the 

Life and Legacy of St. 

Clement Mary Hofbauer in 

the Redemptorist Archives, 

Philadelphia 
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Strittmater explained it was gout.67 He gave a medicine. And although I’m not completely cured, 

it is much better. Dr. Strittmatter says I will be freed from all illness. However, the neck ailment 

will not be completely cured. I can work as much as my physical strength allows. 

 “Your reverence will certainly be interested to hear that in this community of St Peter’s a 

striking answer to prayer though the intercession of Blessed Fr. Clem. M. Hofbauer has occurred. 

A person of a good age had a skin disease [Exzema Auschlagg, a severe dermatitis] on both hands. 

For a year she went to various Doctors, but none could help her. The last one told her that she 

shouldn’t come anymore because, as she didn't follow his instructions, he could not heal her. But 

he prescribed medicine for her again. She applied it, but instead of getting better, her hands got 

worse. A week or two later she began a Novena to the Venerable Fr. Hofbauer, but her hands didn’t 

get better. She asked me, and I recommend another Novena to the Venerable Fr Hofbauer, in 

honour of Divine Providence. She started and completed it. On the last day it seemed to her to be 

a little bit better. She continued with the Novena. As she came home on the third day, and removed 

the hand coverings that she always wears, both hands were healed.  

 “She came to see me, and I sent her to the Doctor who had last treated her illness. Dr. Professor 

J. Engel wrote the following: 

 

“I hereby certify that Mrs. Schweiget has suffered from a so-called exzema outbreak on the surface 

of both hands. The disease was very malignant some time ago and could only be improved by long 

and thorough treatment.” Dr J. Engel. 

 

How happy the good person is. The outbreak could 

have spread all over her the body, or she could have 

lost both hands, as the Doctor said.” 

 

 
 

In addition to this letter, other remnants of devotion 

exist among nineteenth century Redemptorists. For 

instance, an examination of St. John Neumann’s 

collection of catechetical materials, finds a 

manuscript of a never published Spanish catechism. 

Within this manuscript, there can be found a prayer 

card of then-Blessed Clement Hofbauer (see the 

image at right). It is not hard to imagine this small 

item generating prayer in St. John Neumann, likely 

inserted into his text as a place holder at a time 

when he was vice-gerant of the American mission. 

 

In a related vein, there is a significant collection of ephemera churned out by generations of 

Redemptorists who sought to promote devotion to Clement in the United States. Connecting the 

 
67   Strittmatter may have been the house physician at St. Peter the Apostle. A locally trained physician, he was for 

many years part of the staff at St. Mary’s in nearby Fishtown, and had a private practice on Sixth Street, about a 

block from the church. See further, https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/204639468/isidor-paul-strittmatter.  

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/204639468/isidor-paul-strittmatter
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worldwide Congregation to the canonization of St. Clement meant that confreres would place a 

premium on keepsakes such as the canonization ticket.  

Other types of 

ephemera were culled 

from books about St. 

Clement or were stand-

alone items of 

devotion. These 

include several vintage 

holy cards, many of 

which were removed 

from the breviaries of 

Redemptorists who left 

them and their prayers 

to posterity.    

 

The archive is also the 

repository for 

numerous relics of St. 

Clement, including 

several first-class relics 

of the saint. However, no greater monument to St. Clement exists on the East Coast of the United 

States than the Church of St. Clement in Saratoga, New York.  
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 Redemptorists arrived at the old Glen Mitchell 

estate to begin the former St. Teresa’s College in 

1886, they renamed it after St. Clement shortly 

after his beatification in 1888. From 1917 

onward, the Redemptorists worked to build up 

St. Clement Church, which grew up from the 

first floor of the school building to the present 

church. Though the Redemptorists departed in 

2018, the stained glass, statuary, and spirit of the 

community continue to reflect St. Clement’s 

abiding patronage. Much of the art from St. 

Clement’s, including its architectural built 

environment has been photographed and form 

part of the digital collections in the Redemptorist 

Archive.   

The Archive’s collection of Hofbaueriana 

has its most extensive expression in the large 

number of books on St. Clement—likely the 

most significant collection outside of Europe. 

This includes all of the acta and positiones of 

the beatification and canonization causes of St. 

Clement. What follows is a select bibliography 

of these works that may be found in the 

archive’s research library. 
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Two Letters of Father Edward Douglas on the 
Redemptorists’ Mission to the Island of St. Thomas 

 

As Father Patrick Lynch prepares to close the long Redemptorist ministry on the Island of St. 

Croix, it is fitting to look back at how Redemptorists first arrived in the Caribbean to begin the 

Congregation’s first mission outside Europe and the United States. 

 

The following two missives from Scottish-born consultor general Father Edward Douglas, 

C.Ss.R., relate matters that are important not merely for the Redemptorists’ budding interests in 

the Caribbean, but they also foreshadow what the Congregation hoped to accomplish in South 

America. They are also revealing of the ecclesiastical politics being crafted in the mid-nineteenth 

century. An important protagonist in this drama is Monsignor George Talbot, the son of the 

noted intellectual, parliamentarian, and fourth Baron de Malahide, James Talbot. This cleric 

was also secretary to Pope Pius IX, particularly on English affairs. The letters are found in the 

Redemptorist Archives and are corroborated by letters in Talbot’s papers in the Venerable 

English College, Rome. 

 

Douglas to Provincial of the Baltimore 

Province (Father George Ruland), August 

14, 1856 

 

Very Revd. and Dearest F. Provincial: 

 The F. General has commissioned me to 

write to your Reverence on the subject of a 

new mission, to which God seems to call 

our Congregation and which, unwilling as 

the F. General is to multiply our houses in 

America until our numbers should increase, 

he finds himself in a manner bound to 

accept. You are aware that at the close of 

the last year, Monsignor Talbot, one of the 

Holy Father’s four secret chamberlains, was 

by Him sent to the West Indies charged to 

invest the new Archbishop of Trinidad with 

the pallium and visit not only that island but 

also the other Antilles, so as to be able on 

his return to give to the H. Father a report 

on their state and wants. All this Msgr. 

Talbot has executed. Having seen the great 

want of religious in those parts, he has 

proposed to the Holy Father to place them 

(rather than secular priests) in various 

localities, and among the different religious 

orders he has suggested the Jesuits and Redemptorists, each being especially fitted for such a 

charge. As Msgr. Talbot is a real friend to the Congr. he came here at once, and told the F. 

General what he was doing, and at the same time offered to him the island of St. Thomas, which 
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the Genl. foreseeing that he would sooner or later be obliged to accept some station and perhaps 

a less advantageous one, has signified to the H. Father that his is ready to receive as soon as the 

new Bishop has been named at Roseau and the general dispositions settled by the Holy See. As 

yet no successor has been named to Dr. Monaghan the late Bishop of the Diocese (Roseau in the 

island of Dominica), but I should thin his election could not be long deferred, and then we shall 

be officially invited to our island. 

 The reasons which led Mgr. Talbot to offer this 

station to us, and which also induced the R. Maj. 

[Rector Major] to accept it in preference to any 

other are as follows: 

 St. Thomas has a large Catholic population 

(7,000 souls) centered in the one and only town, 

for the remainder of the island is comparatively 

uninhabited. The parish duty is therefore 

confined to a small circle around the church, 

while there is work for several fathers, who can 

there remain united in the same house which 

could not be the case elsewhere. The Catholic 

church is well built, but there is no house 

belonging to it. The one priest who was at St. 

Thomas until late was suspended and has since 

left; his successor must of course leave if the Congr. accepts the mission. 

 2. The Catholic population is rich and generous, even to this priest before mentioned. They 

gave as much as 4000 dollars a year; the Congr. will therefore find there greater means of 

support than in other islands. The protestant population, which is equal in numbers to the 

Catholic, ie., 7000, is well disposed and conversions might be affected. Several languages are 

spoken: Portuguese, Spanish, English, German and Danish, but the predominant tongue is the 

French, which is generally understood by those of other race[s]. Msgr. Talbot preached himself a 

kind of retreat during 14 days in such French as he could command, the people were enchanted 

and pressed around him for confession. As they are not delicate as to pronunciation, fathers of 

various nations who understood French could always be sent to St. Thomas and find there a field 

for labour. 

 3. The island is small so that the F. General could without difficulty make the same 

condition which the Jesuits have made even in Jamaica, namely, that no other priest be allowed 

to establish himself on the island. The Congr. will therefore be free from such annoyances as in 

an episcopal town or in contact with other clergy they might expect elsewhere. The climate is 

hot, but not unhealthy to those at least who abstain from brandy. The Government (Danish) is 

liberal, and although at the present moment the laws exist forbidding the conversion of any 

Lutheran, as that is the state religion, Msgr. Talbot says that it is hoped they will soon be 

repealed, as they have already been in Denmark itself.  

 

Douglas to Provincial of the Baltimore Province (Father George Ruland), October 16, 1856: 

 

The Rector Major has been absent at Frosinona and Seifalli which has occasioned a delay in his 

answer to your letter, which has given him great pleasure as all things concur for the prosperity 

of the new mission at St. Thomas. He desires me to inform your Rev. that the new Bishop of 
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Roseau is already named, and that the decree which concerns us will shortly be given. The 

Cardinal Prefect of the Propaganda was especially pleased to hear that the two fathers at St. 

Thomas would be accompanied by two Brothers, instead of having female servants, as is the case 

generally in such missions. The Revme. Father is content that the eight novices mentioned in 

your Revs. Letter should make their profession and he gives full permission for their vows. 

 The Revme. Father and all here bless God for so many and signal blessing which He gives 

to the Congn. In America. For my own part I pray (if it be God’s holy will), that Peru, Brazil, etc. 

may be opened at a later period to our FF. where a field so vast is presented. Let us hope that St. 

Thomas will form as it were a stepping stone to S. America. 

 Commending myself and all most humbly to your prayers, 

 I am, My dear and Very Revd. Father, 

 Your devoted servt. and br. in Chr. 

 /s/ Edward Douglas, C.SS.R. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Frater John Carney, CSSR:  
Some Biographical Details 

By Judy Buck-Glenn 

  

     For some months now I have been engaged, as a 

volunteer, at the Redemptorist Archives. I have been 

working on a project to transcribe and eventually put 

online the contents of the aging and rather frail 

Redemptorist profession book, which is formally 

entitled the Catalogus Reverendorum Patrum 

Professorum Congregationis SS. Redemptoris 

Provinciae Americanae. The first entry gives data on 

John Baptist Kaltenbach who was born July 31, 1791, 

who is first in the book because he made his first 

profession, in Europe, on September 30, 1813, 

although he did not come to America until 1851. The 

honor of the first Redemptorist profession in America 

belongs, of course, to St John Neumann, but he is 

number 26 in the book. Other information for each 

man marches in neat columns across the fragile 

pages—place of birth, natal diocese, date of ordination, 
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date and place of death, whether they persevered or left, and if so, when—all in Latin, often 

abbreviated, and sometimes indecipherable.  

     Not all entries are complete, or clear, so I have been checking each entry against two huge 

Rolodex card files, a heroic labour of love by a single-minded and determined man, Father 

William Barry, C.Ss.R., which contain much more detailed information about each man. Most of 

these cards dryly state dates and places of birth; parents’ names; dates of novitiate, profession, 

and ordination; places served with dates; death date and place of burial. It is most unusual to 

encounter any kind of personal reference, which is why the card for John Joseph Carney—#287 

in the profession book, struck me so forcibly.  

     First, it read “Admitted to CSSR, unknown to parents (sad story with a beautiful ending).” 

And then, a little further 

down,“Retreat before profession 

shortened, because of illness, to 

3 days; prof Aug 2, 1875.” And 

then on the back I read, “Died 

holy and edifying death, 

December 28, 1875.” My 

curiosity was piqued. I had to 

know more.  

     In the Baltimore Province’s 

Cherished Memories I could 

find only three lines, but his file 

in the archives is quite thick. 

There is a notebook entitled 

Short Sketch of the Life of John 

Joseph Carney, CSsR, which 

runs to 75 hand-written pages. It 

was found among the papers of 

former Provincial Father Elias 

Schauer (d. 1920), along with a 

lengthy letter from Frater 

Carney’s sister Mary, written in 

1891, in which she writes 

affectionately of her brother’s 

life. She expresses the hope that 

a long-anticipated book about 

her brother might soon be 

printed, as her parents were now very old and hoped to see it before they died. In fact, they 

offered to pay for 100 copies. It does not appear that the book was ever printed, but perhaps in 

hopes of moving the project along, Mary had enclosed six of her brother’s letters, also found in 

the collection of Father Schauer.  

His parents were the only persons to whom John—or, as he always signs them 

“Johnnie”—wrote. Since these letters cover the period from June 19, 1874, the beginning of his 

novitiate, to July 7, 1875, as he looks forward to the retreat before first vows, it is possible, 

putting the letters together with the Short Sketch, to gain a rather strong impression of this young 

man, and to discover just what the conflict had been with his parents, how it resolved, and why 



43 

 

the manner of his untimely death had had 

such a powerful effect on others. Not 

merely was it considered “holy and 

edifying,” his brief life was thought to 

merit a book. 

     First, while John was evidently the 

apple of his parents’ eyes, and their only 

son, it was clear that the issue with his 

parents was never that he sought to be a 

priest. Carney was born May 1, 1850 in 

Charlton, Massachusetts, and attended 

public schools in Worcester. His Irish-

born parents, Thomas Carney and Ellen 

Maher, were devout Catholics and 

encouraged the boy’s obvious piety. His 

sister Mary reported in her letter that he 

became an altar boy when he was age 

seven, “[A]nd how happy he was the first 

Sunday he served Mass!” When, at 

seventeen, John left for St. Charles 

Preparatory Seminary near Baltimore, his 

parents’ dream for their son was that he 

would become a secular priest and return 

to serve a church in Massachusetts, 

where they could rely on being able to 

see him often. However, they were 

unaware that John had been powerfully 

affected by a visit from Redemptorist 

missionaries in Worcester. The family 

attended their mission, for John refers to the 

garb worn by the Reverend Father when 

describing his own in a letter written after 

his investiture.  

     It is impossible to discern just when the 

seed was planted—whether before or during 

his stay at St. Charles or while on vacations 

home—but from that point on his attraction 

to the Redemptorists tugged at him. 

Nevertheless, he did not speak of this to 

anyone except his spiritual director. He 

counselled John to say nothing, but to wait, 

pray, and be patient. This John did for at 

least a year, but the consequence of his 

silence was that when they learned of his 

decision his parents were deeply shocked 

and saw it as rash and ill-considered.  

     According to the Short Sketch, his mother 

travelled down from Worcester to attempt to 

dissuade her son from a course that would, 

effectively, cut him off from his parents. 

John always spoke of his parents with great 

affection, and he was deeply moved by her 

distress, but, as recorded in Short Sketch, “In 

order to persuade his mother to become 

reconciled to the Will of God, he adduced 

some such supernatural maxims as the 

following: ‘If I were dead, you would have 

to be satisfied with it; why not acquiesce 

when God calls me to serve him in a holier 

and more exalted state of life?’” (11). 

     The author of Short Sketch reposts that 

she returned home “perfectly convinced”, 

but, even if this is accurate, his father would 

prove to be a different story. A glimpse of 
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his father’s response is offered in a New 

Year letter, undated, but from the evidence 

probably from 1875, in which John observes 

that the turning of the year “is a powerful 

season for awakening the memory of home 

and of kindred—of ‘days long since 

departed.’” He goes on to muse: “Even the 

ungrateful prodigal feels it—he that has 

turned his back upon the quiet and peaceful 

home of his father, and strayed from his 

native land, now reduced to want and penury 

in a distant clime will almost unconsciously 

now recur to that once pleasant, but now sad 

and bitter recollection of that home…”  

Then John comes to the heart of what 

clearly occupies his thoughts: “There is yet 

another exile upon whom this season is not 

lost. It is he, who has resolutely crossed the 

threshold of home unmindful of the angry 

remonstrances of a tender and cherished 

parent. Ever before had he shown himself 

most docile and obedient to even the shadow 

of a command, but on that sole and single 

occasion he stood firm, obstinate and 

insensible of the persuasive eloquence of 

and aged father’s faltering voice and just-

falling tears, and glancing a hasty farewell 

departed with a sombre heart from the 

scenes and home of his childhood—and for 

what? Not like the vagrant prodigal to 

squander in riotous living the portion of his 

inheritance, but to squander, if you will, and 

spend himself for Christ.”  

     Though John does not refer to himself 

directly, it is impossible to see this as other 

than a cri de coeur. For John had always 

been remarkably obedient and docile, and 

remained so to those he regarded as his 

superiors, except in this one great matter.  

     In a letter dated June 25, 1875, from 

Annapolis, John informs his parents that a 

“cold” he had contracted in March has 

lingered on, with a bad cough, and that he 

had consulted a physician, in 

obedience to the novice 

master. And here John’s 

letters to his parents and Short 

Sketch take two different 

roads, for the author of Short 

Sketch insists that from the 

beginning, the physician and 

John’s superiors, and, 

presumably, John himself, 

were aware he was suffering 

from “consumption,” or 

tuberculosis.  

     John’s letters, on the other 

hand, always refer to it as a 

“cold” or a “cough.” In a 

letter from June 29, 1875, he 

describes, with a somewhat 

heavy-handed attempt at 

levity, his most recent 

encounter with a physician, but ends “he 

proceeded to give the result of his 

examination in terms, which this modest pen 

refuses to transcribe, the sense of which 

however was that he thought the cold had 

settled in my chest.” John explains he is 

writing to let his parents know how things 

stood “before some busy body should put 

again some worse story in circulation in 

Worcester.” There was no cause for worry. 
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Indeed, he wrote, “it would appear to me to 

be the height of folly for you to in any wise 

become alarmed, for there appears to be no 

grounds for fear.”  

    However, Carney masked his own anxiety 

about his profession of vows, which he felt 

might not occur on August 2 as planned. “I 

hope to see Mother and Aunt Joe down here, 

if not Father, when I make my profession. 

… So pray hard for me, but ‘fear not’ should 

God will to deprive me of my health I shall 

never on that account look back after having 

put my hand on the plough! A Redemptorist 

or nothing!”  

     Carney wrote again a week later, June 29, 

1875, assuring his parents that he is not thin 

and wasted, by joking that “a letter now 

stands before me in which I am most 

cordially invited to become a member of the 

‘Annapolis Fat Men’s club,’” which refers 

to his immediate transfer to St. Mary’s, 

Annapolis—where the dining was plenteous. 

He also promised to see “the most eminent 

lung physician” in Baltimore, but he makes 

it clear that their petition for him to return to 

the mountains of Massachusetts would not 

be granted despite its healthful effects: “But 

I may here again tell you that should it prove 

serious, I shall never, unless compelled by 

obedience, leave Annapolis!” He adds, “I 

have thrown myself into the arms of God’s 

will, and I’m ready for any that comes.” He 

closed the letter by saying he is going out to 

take a row on the Bay—“I go now daily 

morning and evening in my little skiff, 

which is called ‘Salus Infirmorum’—that is 

’Health of the Weak’—after the B.V. 

Mary.”  

     Carney’s daily rowing is alluded to Short 

Sketch (39). It was believed that such 

exercise would expand the chest and thereby 

improve the lungs. Unfortunately, vigorous 

exercise of this kind was probably the most 

damaging thing he could have been doing. 

What was called for was absolute bedrest 

and stillness, in cold air at altitude, and even 

pneumothorax to collapse and immobilize 

an infected lung. 

     Carney did visit an “eminent lung 

physician” who convinced his superiors to 

send him from Annapolis to the “mountains” 

of Ilchester, Maryland, although even the 

author of Short Sketch acknowledges that 

this is, at best a “hilly district” (40). He goes 

on to wax eloquent about the “healthfulness’ 

of the site—“the invigorating breeze which 

wafts through the majestic forests of pine 

and oak”; the “never-failing stream of the 

Patapsco…softly gliding under the shading 

willows…through which gently blows the 

cooling zephyrs…Here it was hoped our 

sick confrere would recuperate in a short 

time.” This proved illusory. 

     In any case, the precarious state of John’s 

health can be judged by the fact that the 

normal retreat before vows, that is, 15 days, 

was shortened for him to three. Due to this 

privilege, he was able to make his vows on 

August 2, 1875.  

     The author of Short Sketch writes: “It 

was evident from the emotion he evinced 

while making his profession, that Frater 

Carney performed this all-important action 

with his whole heart, that he was deeply 

impressed with the awful significance of the 

act he performed in binding himself by the 

vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, 

together with an oath to persevere in the 

Congregation until death” (48). His mother 

and aunt were present, though not his father, 

and although John did his best to seem lively 

and healthy for their sakes, they were deeply 

alarmed and “departed for home with heavy 

hearts and well-founded fears” (49). The 

author observed: “All desire…of regaining 

his former vigour seems to have vanished 

since the day of his profession; nay, he even 

evinced a strong desire to die soon, as he 

would be certain of remaining faithful to his 

vows” (49). 

     By October, his violent coughing and 

heavy expectorations were so severe that, 
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although the “Eminent Physician” in 

Baltimore continued to be sanguine of 

eventual recovery, the author of Short 

Sketch reported that “the regular physician 

of the College…pronounced his case to be 

very discouraging. This was, however, 

prudently concealed from Fr. Carney” (50).  

     His classmates stormed heaven on his 

behalf. They made a collective novena to 

Our Lady of Perpetual Help on his behalf. 

Regardless of his superiors’ kind intentions 

in concealing the seriousness of Carney’s 

prognosis, he appears to have been well-

aware that his case was very 

grave. The author of Short 

Sketch suggests “his desire 

[was] that the novena should 

be made…to obtain the grace 

and assistance to make a 

good preparation for death” 

(51-52).  

On the day that John was 

told by the Reverend Father 

Prefect, Francis Louis 

Bollman (1828-1891, shown 

here), that his case was now 

regarded by the College 

physician as hopeless, “He 

calmly said to one of his 

fellow students: ‘Well, it is 

but a matter of time. All hope 

of recovery is gone. I have 

nothing to do now but to 

prepare myself for a happy death. I am ready 

and willing to go when God pleases to call 

me” (52).  

     The author of Short Sketch commented 

that it was very surprising “to hear with 

what familiarity he used to converse about 

death,” (52) and added that from then on “he 

entertained no other wish than to be 

dissolved with Christ” (53).  

     In the beginning of November, Frater 

Carney had a massive hemorrhage brought 

on by a severe coughing spell. He lost so 

much blood that it was decided that he 

should be given the Sacrament of Extreme 

Unction in case the next attack should prove 

fatal. Although his superiors were reluctant 

to suggest it to such a young man, fearing it 

would make him despondent, they found 

that he was actually “longing for such 

intelligence…immediately commencing to 

prepare with all diligence for the worthy 

reception of this last Sacred Rite of ‘Mother 

Church’” (54- 55). 

     On November 6, 1875, all the students 

and other community members gathered 

around his sickbed. “Our dear confrere felt 

exceedingly happy that he 

could receive this sweet 

consolation of the dying 

while he was perfectly 

sensible and fully realized the 

significance of the act 

performed,” reports the Short 

Sketch (55). Too weak to rise 

from his bed, John requested 

that a little altar to Mary be 

erected in his room, with a 

small statue, placed where he 

could always see it, for by 

now he could only lie on one 

side.  

     In early December, his 

coughing eased considerably, 

but he was now attacked by 

high fevers which left him 

terribly debilitated. He bore 

these acute pains with heroic patience. His 

suffering only grew worse. Once when he let 

it be known that his pain was causing him 

anguish, “he immediately reproached 

himself for such childish complaints, as he 

called them” (60). A fellow student 

remained with him constantly at his bed 

side, day and night. He was always most 

grateful and thankful for their care and 

attention shown. “I have done him many 

little services during his illness,” a student 

recounted to the author of Short Sketch, 

“and I can say with truth that never once did 
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he fail to reward me with his familiar—

‘Thank you, Frater!’” (64)  

     Holy Communion was brought to him 

several times a week, and he received it with 

due reverence: “Oh what a blessing!…to 

have our Divine Redeemer so near to us; 

See! He even comes to me, poor creature, in 

my room!” (66) Toward the end of his life, 

John was constantly thirsty, and Father 

Bollman arranged that he would arise and 

come to John’s room with the sacrament at 

midnight and instructed whoever was sitting 

with John to awaken him a little before 

midnight, so that John might have time to 

prepare before the Eucharistic fast.  

     With a concern for those suffering in 

Purgatory, John “gave over all his good 

works into the hands of the Blessed Virgin 

that she might apply them on behalf of those 

poor souls” (68). His affinity for Mary grew 

more pronounced. Toward the end of his 

life, John began to talk about what day he 

might wish to die on. He hoped for one 

dedicated to or associated with the Blessed 

Virgin. On Christmas, his fellow students 

erected a little crib in his room, and on 

Christmas Day he thanked Father Bollman 

and his fellow students for all the “kindness 

and attention they had shown him during his 

illness” (71). From this point on, he grew 

increasingly confused, soon only 

recognizing Father Bollman. To everyone’s 

surprise, he survived that feast day of his 

Patron Saint, John, but on the morning of the 

28th, though he tried to speak, all that could 

be heard to be understood were “the sweet 

names of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, which he 

continued repeating…until his voice was 

entirely gone” (73).  

     The death agony began at eleven o’clock 

and Frater John Carney “passed away as a 

true child of St. Alphonsus and the 

Congregation on the Feast of Holy 

Innocents, Dec. 28th 1875, in the 26th year 

of his age and first of his religious 

profession. ‘Being made perfect in a short 

space, he fulfilled a long time’ (Wisdom 

4:13)” (74). 

     In the next year or so, I note that the 

profession book records that two other 

young Ilchester students died, possibly as a 

result of their close attendance on their 

beloved confrere. One hopes that his 

example guided them on their own journey 

to death as well.  

 

Afterword: Carney’s parents long survived their 

son. Ellen Maher Carney died on August 7, 

1894. Her daughter Mary, who had written the 

letter to the author of Short Sketch, and provided 

him with John’s letters, died a few weeks later, 

on September 30, 1894. In her will, dated 

August 16, she left all her money and 

possessions to their still-unmarried sister Nellie, 

who had no other provision for herself but what 

she could earn as a dressmaker. Nellie remained 

in her father’s house until he died on December 

22, 1900, aged 85. In 1906, Nellie, now nearly 

50, married John Francis Nugent, a widower 

with two children. But the marriage was doomed 

to be short-lived. He died on November 22, 

1907. Nellie lived the rest of her life with his 

unmarried brother and sister, dying in 1946. 

Only John’s sister, Margaret, his elder by two 

years, had children of her own. Margaret had 

given birth to seven children through her 

marriage to John Butler. One son, Leo Thomas 

Butler, John’s nephew, became a member of the 

Society of Jesus and served for many years in 

Kingston, Jamaica, where he eventually died in 

1959. Margaret Carney Butler died in Worcester 

in 1931. A granddaughter of Margaret’s, Noreen 

Butler O’Conner, was born on December 28, 

1908, a date which the family would almost 

certainly have endowed with great significance. 
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The Canadian Legacy of Rev. Arthur Coughlan 
By M.C. Havey 

 
 In March 1913, Rev. Arthur Coughlan 

arrived at St. Patrick’s monastery in 

downtown Toronto when the English-

speaking Redemptorists in Canada were on 

the cusp of independence and expansion.  

In the prime of life at 45, Coughlan 

possessed all the necessary experience from 

appointments in the Baltimore Province for 

the Canadian challenges. Moreover. his 

personal attributes of affability, informality, 

sense of humour, initiative and kindness 

would assist in his accomplishments for the 

next 23 years.   

  A native of New 

York City, Coughlan 

credited Catholic and 

Protestant childhood 

friends as giving him 

an insight into life 

and his mother with 

his priestly vocation. 

An altar boy at the 

Redemptorist parish 

of St. Alphonsus, he 

was admitted at 11 

years old to St. 

Mary’s College, 

North East, 

Pennsylvania, and 

completed his preparatory college studies at 

St. Clement’s, Ilchester, Maryland, 

acquitting himself as a diligent student.  

Accepted at novitiate in Annapolis, Md., 

where he professed first vows on August 27, 

1887, he returned to Ilchester for seminary 

and was ordained on December 7, 1892, 

completing studies before second novitiate 

in Saratoga, New York.68 

For the next two decades, Coughlan 

received appointments as a missionary, in 

 
68 The Catholic News, 5 December 1942. 

parishes, and became a professor and 

scholarly writer. Initially, he returned to 

North East in 1893 as an editor of the 

centenary edition of the ascetical works of 

St. Alphonsus and quickly was engaged as a 

professor, primarily of English, from 1893 

to 1898 and again between 1907 and 1913. 

Between the onerous teaching appointments 

and weekend duties at a nearby parish, he 

received respite from burnout with a parish 

appointment at Our Lady of Perpetual Help 

on East 61st Street, New York (1898-1905). 

He was then assigned to the mission band at 

Saratoga (1905-1907) 

and served in the 

provincial house at 

St. Alphonsus, 

Baltimore (1912-

1913) where he was 

engaged to write the 

life of St. Clement. 

Recognized for 

administrative ability, 

he was also heralded 

for mission 

preaching, which was 

characterized as 

“winning souls to 

God by his scholarly 

sermons and instructions, his superb tact and 

his overwhelming kindness.”69                       

In 1913, his Canadian arrival coincided 

with the establishment a year earlier of the 

Toronto Vice-Province, with its 66 members 

and four city parish foundations under the 

Baltimore Province. His initial assignment 

as a pastor of an Italian congregation came 

from a request of Toronto Archbishop Neil 

McNeil. Our Lady of Mount Carmel parish 

had undergone seven years of diocesan 

69 Ibid. 
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control before it was turned over to the 

congregation. The downtown parish was 

pivotal for the archbishop’s assault on the 

growing popularity of Italian Methodist 

mission work among Italian children.70                                                                                                            
The Mount Carmel parish flourished 

under Coughlan, who was conversant in 

Italian, and two Italian confreres. The Italian 

congregation rose to 2,000 souls in 1916, 

outnumbering the 1,500 in the adjacent 

English-speaking parish of St. Patrick’s. 

Exhibiting well-honed pastoral care, 
Coughlan seamlessly was integrated into the 

closely-knit Catholic enclave of Toronto, a 

city dominated by a Protestant majority and 

their money. He invited the Catholic elite, 

particularly the archbishop and members of 

the Sisters of St. Joseph, the city’s largest 

womens’ order and teachers in St. Patrick’s 

school, to parish cultural events, including 

outdoor processions in honour of Santo 

Rocco and Immaculate Conception, fund-

raising bazaars, concerts and plays.71  
Within two years of his arrival, 

Coughlan was promoted to the joint posts of 

rector of the St. Patrick’s community and the 

vice-province’s secretary-consultor. During 

this time, the missionary zeal of the English-

Canadian Redemptorists was aimed at 

Western Canada following the transfer of 

three western parishes and the 

administration of a fourth parish. By May 

1918, the creation of the Toronto Province 

with 83 members and nine pastoral 

responsibilities propelled the construction of 

a juvenate/preparatory college to 

accommodate the increasing vocations.72           

 
70 Linda Wicks, “There must be no drawing back”: 

The Catholic Church’s Efforts on Behalf of Non-

English Speaking Immigrants in Toronto (1889-

1939), MA thesis, University of Toronto, 1998, 23-

26. 
71 Karl Schindler, C.Ss.R., To Serve God’s People: A 

Hundred Years of the Redemptorists at St. Patrick’s, 

the Cradle of the Toronto Province, 1981, 156-157. 

Congregation Annals, Sisters of St. Joseph of 

Toronto, 1913-1915. 

For the Roman Catholic ecclesiastical 

hierarchy in Canada, the flood of 

immigration and settlers lured by the free 

government land since the turn of the 

century came too quickly onto the western 

prairies. The Church responded by 

concentrating in towns and cities where the 

largest populations lived. The Church’s 

pastoral failure also was seeded in the lack 

of priests and the successful proselytizing of 

the Protestant faiths. After the First World 

War, the second wave of immigrants 

multiplied the plight.73 

 The archbishop and the Redemptorists 

shared a particular concern about the 

Ukrainians (Ruthenians), the Eastern-rite 

Catholics of Austro-Hungarian and Russian 

empires. By 1914 due to high birth rate and 

limited farming land in their birthplace, 

200,000 had arrived in Canada before the 

First World War, settling in Western 

Canada. As immigrants, they were bereft of 

spiritual services when the Holy See in 1894 

had barred immigration to the Americas of 

married priests, who comprised almost all 

their clergy. Moreover, Ukrainians held a 

deep-seeded suspicion of Latin clergy,  

caused by the Polish Church’s centuries-old 

efforts of assimilation.74 

 Just before Christmas 1920, a month 

after Coughlan’s appointment as Toronto 

Provincial Superior, schoolteacher Catherine 

Donnelly reported her failure in attracting 

interest in a women religious congregation 

dedicated to the scattered settlements of  

rural Western Canada. In describing her 

dismissal from the novitiate of the Toronto 

72 Ibid., 68-70. 
73 M.C. Havey, The Redemptorists in English-

speaking Canadian, Toronto, 2018, 111-112. 
74 Ibid., 111-112. The term Ruthenian, now 

considered pejorative, is replaced by title of 

Ukrainians. The description of conditions before 

immigration to Canada are found in Taras 

Shevchenko Museum, Toronto, Communitystories.ca 

http://www.communitystories.ca/
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St. Joseph Sisters, the 36-year-old 

schoolteacher recalled Coughlan’s reaction: 

“‘I suppose you talked too much about the 

West.’ As we continued our discussion, I 

was amazed to see him, head thrown back, 

laughing heartily: ‘We will start a 

community of our own, a new 
community.’”75 

A few weeks later in January 1921, 

Coughlan approached Archbishop McNeil, 

proposing the new women’s community as a 

solution to the haunting neglect of Catholic 

settlers in the west. With McNeil’s support, 

Coughlan personally assumed the 

responsibility of the initial organizational 

details in consultation with Catherine 

Donnelly. Upon his personal request, the 

Sisters of St. Joseph agreed to loan an 

experienced superior as the Novice Mistress 

to train the entrants into a non-traditional 

women’s missionary community, similar to 

Mother McKillop’s congregation in 

Australia. The Toronto Province purchased a 

three-story Edwardian house to serve as the 

Motherhouse and novitiate just steps from 

the archbishop’s palace.  

Moreover, Coughlan selected confrere 

Rev. George Daly with the task of raising 

funds and attracting candidates. Ordained in 

1892, Daly rose to rector of the Ste.-Anne-

de-Beaupre juvenate and became rector in 

St. Ann’s, Montreal (1912-1914) and Holy 

Rosary Cathedral in Regina (1914-1918). 

Two months after the official founding of 

the Sisters of Service on 15 August 1922, 

Daly evolved as the community’s 

administrator for the next 34 years until his 

death in 1956.76 

For the opening weeks of the novitiate, 

Coughlan, as the spiritual director and 

confessor until his Provincial’s term ended 

 
75 Catherine Donnelly, Ecumenism Blossoms, sisters 

of Service Archives (SOSA), Series 1-04, File 2, Box 

11, 15-16, 20-21.  
76 SOSA, Series 1-02, Files 2-14, Box 1  

in 1927, visited frequently, celebrating mass 

daily in the chapel and directed the first 

eight-day retreat. Later as Provincial duties 

compounded, informal progress reports 

came from Daly and confreres at St. 

Patrick’s, who regularly replaced absent 

archdiocesan-appointed chaplains. During  
 

Coughlan and Rector Major Patrick Murray, 

Toronto, 1923 

 

his 1923 visitation, Rector Major Patrick 

Murray, accompanied by Coughlan, visited 

the novices.77 In a circular letter, Coughlan 

outlined the new community’s aim as 

resembling “our own to labor for the 

salvation of the most neglected souls.”78                    

In building and developing the Toronto 

Province, Coughlan and consultors put into 

place the necessary infrastructure, choosing 

the site of the novitiate (1921-1943) on the 

third-floor of the monastery of St. Peter’s 

parish. The location in the Eastern Canadian 

77 SOSA, Novitiate Annals, Series 4-02, File 1 

Oversize Box 1, 3-5 
78 Circular Letter, 23 September 1922, Archives of 

the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists (AETR), 

Series 3-02, File 14, Box 1. 
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city of Saint John was ideal. From this 

closely-knit Catholic community, mainly 

descendants of Irish immigrants, the largest 

number of permanent vocations of 30 

priests, including two Provincial Superiors, 

and seven Brothers were attracted to the 

congregation.79 

Responding to other archbishops’ 

requests, two significant foundations were 

established to expand the Toronto Province 

across the prairies to the Pacific Ocean. In 

the west end of Vancouver, the parish of 

Our Lady of Perpetual Help parish was 

founded in the spring of 1923.  A year later 

in Edmonton, two vacant school buildings in 

the downtown area were converted into a 

church and rectory under the name of St. 

Alphonsus. The monastery became the 

unofficial stop for Western Canadian 

visitors. In 1926, the Sisters of Service 

purchased a house across the street to open a 

catechetical mission to house their religious 

correspondence school and to begin their 

travelling catechetical tours to outlying 

western parishes.80 

More building met the future needs for 

missionaries.  Adjacent to St. Patrick’s 

church, Quebec City, a large monastery was 

completed in 1923, providing 

accommodation for missionaries and future 

missionaries attending second novitiate.  A 

year later, similar intentions underlined the 

construction of spacious monastery for the 

10-year-old foundation of St. Patrick’s 

parish in the southwestern Ontario city of 

London. Mission House accommodated 

second novitiate in 1926 and 1927 and the 

mission band members, who travelled 

throughout Central Canada.81 

At the end of his term, a foundation was 

arranged in Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan in 

exchange for departing the administration of 

the Regina cathedral. Also in 1927, an offer 

 
79 Havey, English-speaking Canada, 26-30 
80 Ibid., 128-129. 
81 Ibid., 41, 69. 

was rejected to purchase the land and 

existing buildings for a seminary in 

Woodstock, 90 minutes west of Toronto.  Of 

Coughlan as a superior, Fr. Daly wrote: 

“judgment and kindness marked his 

administration of the young province. 

Authority rested lightly on his shoulders.”82  
After leaving the office in 1927, Coughlan’s 

appointments were tied to pending projects 

of his term as Provincial.  As rector of the 

Quebec City parish (1927-1930), the second 

novitiate classes returned to the new 

monastery for the next seven years. 

Meanwhile a second offer to purchase the 

seminary property was accepted in May 

1929 and Coughlan was appointed the 

founding rector of St. Alphonsus seminary. 

Students moved from the cramped quarters 

of the Montreal monastery to help with 

renovations, painting and scrubbing of the 

seminary. Classes began on September 1930 

with professors selected among the brightest 

of the newly ordained, all of whom had 

entered since Coughlan’s arrival in 1913.83 

After two terms as the seminary’s rector 

and chair of moral theology, Coughlan 

returned to North East in 1936 as spiritual 

director for a number of women religious 

communities and to New York City, first at 

St. Cecilia’s and to St. Alphonsus. In 1942, a 

grand celebration at St. Alphonsus hall for 

his golden jubilee was attended by many 

English-Canadian confreres. Six months 

later at mid-day on May 27, 1942, he died 

kneeling in front of the Blessed Sacrament 

in the community chapel of St. Alphonsus 

rectory. He was buried at Esopus. 84 In 

Canada, he left a legacy of formation of the 

first decade of the English Canadian 

Province, setting onto a path of 350 

permanent members, thousands of missions 

and retreats and 44 parishes in 100 years. 

82 The Field at Home, July 1943. 
83 Havey, English-speaking Canada, 41, 76-77. 
84 SOSA, Series 1-02, File 14, Box 1 
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The Rock Statement on Racism 
 

Editor’s note: Coming on the heels of the tragic death of Mr. George Floyd, an African-American man who 

died while in police custody, as well as the consequent protests that ensued around the United States, we 

reprint here a formal response done in the wake of these events. It is made by the Redemptorists’ Rock 

Church in St. Louis and signed by Fathers Steven Bender of the Denver Province, pastor, and Louis Olive, 

associate pastor from the Baltimore Province. 

 

 


