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When I was in high school, a group of St. Peter Claver teenagers and young adults formed a Gospel 
Choir directed by Ethel Myers and accompanied by Lynne Graham. We got our daishikis and dresses 
and processed down the aisle singing gospel music. We had a good time celebrating our Blackness 
through music and worship. We clapped and sang and the congregation joined in. Not all were 
impressed with the change from the Gregorian hymnal and missalette music. We were accused of 
trying to be Baptist by some of the elders. Eventually, the music was accepted and even enjoyed by 
those same elders. Then, sadly, as people moved and interest changed, the choir disbanded. 
 
As interest in music from the Black experience was gaining acceptance in the United States, the 
National Office of Black Catholics (NOBC) began holding liturgy workshops led by Fr. Clarence 
Joseph Rivers, known as the father of Black Catholic music. I was lucky enough to attend one in 
Rensselaer, Indiana. It was a fantastic event which encouraged my love of liturgy. I got to meet many 
of the Black liturgists whose Mass settings we have sung and still sing today. Fr. Clarence Rivers 
helped develop Black music for the Catholic church along with Grayson Warren Brown, Robert Ray, 
Rawn Harbor (who did a workshop St Peter Claver, then played and sang at the closing Mass). The 
NOBC workshops have helped to develop the wonderful music program we enjoy here.

After some time a group of young adults got together to sing for a Christmas midnight Mass at the 
request of our then-Liturgy Chair, Teresa Mardenborough. We practiced at church and in my mother’s 
living room when church wasn’t available. Right before Christmas, we lost our musician. All was not 
lost. Sr. Davida Woods and Sr. Kathryn Kessler, both CSJ’s, offered to play for us, Sr. Davida on the 
organ and Sr. Kathryn on the violin. When we ended with the Hallelujah Chorus, it was a great and 
joyous time.  That night led to discussions about getting a choir together.

In 1981, Teresa Mardenborough asked me to direct a choir here. I think that had something to do with 
my being with the Sounds of Blackness. The newly-formed St. Peter Claver Ensemble had about 25 
members and we were to debut at Advent. But shortly before Advent, our pianist became ill. I reached 
out to Gloria Taylor-James, my friend and extended family member, who ended up “filling in” for 30-
plus years. Gloria’s love of the Lord and music was a blessing to St. Peter Claver and especially to 
choir members. Her talent and musical knowledge, and my experience from the Sounds of Blackness, 
raised the level: embracing all the sacred music from the Black experience at St. Peter Claver. 

With Gloria’s connections in the faith community in the Twin Cities, our choir participated in many 
community singing events, like January Soul Thaw at St. James AME and Martin Luther King Holiday 
celebrations. Pilgrim Baptist Church services and Pilgrim’s choir came to sing with us at Claver. Gloria
Taylor-James made sure that St. Peter Claver was involved in the musical celebration of the 
community. Her love of our church eventually led Gloria to convert to Catholicism.

In 1994, I had the opportunity to start a choir at Ascension Parish in North Minneapolis. After about 8 
years, I left Ascension to take over as Liturgy Chair here at Claver. Shortly after that, I asked Loralean 
Jordan to direct the Ensemble. (I had secretly been grooming her for the job by having her take over 
when I was out of town.) She graciously consented and continues to carry on the tradition of 
worshiping in Spirit that is truly Black and truly Catholic.

Sister Thea Bowman, Servant of God, wrote a wonderful work entitled the The Gift of African 
American Sacred Song  .   https://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/cultural-diversity/african-american/



resources/upload/The-Gift-of-African-American-Sacred-Song-Sr-Thea-Bowman.pdf I encourage you 
to read this work on the richness and depth of authentically Black and truly Catholic sacred music. She 
defines Black sacred music as soulful song: holistic, participatory, real, spirit-filled, and life-giving.
  
Sister Thea tells of those who worked to revitalize Catholic worship: “In the sixties, Fr. Clarence 
Joseph Rivers revitalized Catholic worship, inaugurated a revolution in liturgical music; stirred 
international interest in the indigenization of Catholic Liturgy and brought new hope, joy, and spirit to 
millions of Black Americans when he introduced the melodies, rhythms, harmonies, symbols and 
rituals of African American Sacred Song into Roman Catholic worship.” 

As our Parish Mission Statement says: Grounded in the fullness of the Roman Catholic tradition, we 
draw particular strength from our rootedness in Africa, which teaches us resilient faith and 
perseverance, hospitality, and participatory worship.  We are authentically Black and truly Catholic. 
Spirit-filled music and participatory worship is a strength of our parish that we have worked hard to 
cultivate and maintain. 
 
The St. Peter Claver Ensemble celebrated 40 years in 2021.  Perhaps when Covid is over, we can 
celebrate that achievement in a worship service that is, as Sr. Thea says, truly spirit-filled and life-
giving. Let the church say Amen!

   


