


[image: 001]





Advance Praise for The Spirit of Vatican II


“Written in an inviting and accessible style, McDannell’s work captures the important movements in the church and American society that preceded (and prepared the way for) Vatican II, the details of the Council, and its unique effects on various parishes. The book underscores the contributions of women whose roles may not have been as public as those of male clerics but which were influential at the local level. Catholics who lived in this era will recognize the history and younger generations will learn the nuances of the history that has shaped contemporary religious experience.”

—Chester Gillis, Professor of Theology at Georgetown University and author of Roman Catholicism in America


 



“Part social history, part family memoir, Colleen McDannell’s The Spirit of Vatican II beautifully evokes the dramatic transformation of Catholicism in the middle decades of the twentieth century. The way she entwines her stories of family and church is a breath of fresh air all its own.”

—Leigh E. Schmidt, Charles Warren Professor of American Religious History at Harvard University

 



“In this engaging and compelling text McDannell uses her mother’s story to trace the impact of Vatican II’s reforms on the everyday lives of American Catholics. Through the lens of family history we come to understand not only the theological, liturgical, and cultural changes the Council set in motion, but gain insight into broader issues such as immigration, family history, gender, class, region, and popular culture. McDannell’s accessible narrative makes important contributions to the history of religion in America.”

—Judith Weisenfeld, Professor of Religion at Princeton University
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First Holy Communion, April 1962. Margaret McDannell with daughter Colleen and son Kevin.

INTRODUCTION


I am the last of a generation. In April of 1962 I received my First Holy Communion. That fall, the Catholic bishops of the world traveled to Rome to spend four years debating changes that would alter Catholicism forever.

As an eight-year-old, I was dressed like a bride but wearing white, lace-edged socks. I eagerly awaited receiving the body and blood of Christ. The Holy Names Sisters who taught me at St. Stephen’s school did their best to explain the meaning of the Mass. Patiently they translated its Latin texts and deciphered the ritualized gestures. Earlier in the week, I had confessed my sins to our parish priest. Those of us who would receive Communion that day had dutifully fasted for three hours. That the girl kneeling beside me fainted under the stress of the event only heightened the emotional intensity of the ceremony. It was a heady week for a second grader.

That fall would also begin four heady years for the world’s Catholic leaders. By early October 1962 over two thousand “Council Fathers” had traveled to Rome to attend the Second Vatican Council. The prominence of this meeting of Catholic leaders also attracted an even larger assembly of journalists, pilgrims, theological advisors, and curiosity seekers.

Dressed in their finest clerical garb, 2,540 men processed into St. Peter’s Basilica on the Feast of the Maternity of the Virgin Mary. These Council Fathers came from seventy-nine different countries, with the number of Americans almost equaling the number of Europeans. That total would be matched by those who came from Asia, Oceania,  and Africa. The French bishops brought four tons of baggage, but the 239 Council Fathers from the United States traveled far lighter.1


All had arrived in response to Pope John XXIII’s call to “open a window and let in a little fresh air” to the Catholic Church. The pope and many of the leaders of the world’s Catholics had decided that the Holy Spirit now required the renewal of her people. Four years had already gone into the preparation for such a discussion. Now there would be another four autumns of intense reflection on how to make the gospel of Christ relevant in a modern world.

 



 




MY FAVORITE PICTURE from the day of my First Holy Communion has me posing with my mother and brother in our California backyard. Even though I got to wear a veil and my brother sported a natty plaid jacket, it is my mother, Margaret, who steals the show. For this major rite of passage in her daughter’s life, she is wearing a feathered hat she made in a “how-to” class, fake pearls, and a mink stole—just the outfit for a southern California spring day.

My mother is also the last of a generation. In 1962 she was in full adulthood, aged thirty-six, having been born just before the Great Depression and marrying during the Second World War. Unlike hers, my generation was too young to notice the end of a particular kind of Catholicism. I grew up after the Second Vatican Council, playing guitar music at English-language Masses. I can remember my father crying in 1963 at the funeral of John F. Kennedy, but I have no memory of the day when priests turned around and faced their congregations. My mother and her generation do.

My parents are now in their eighties. Their generation flourished in spite of the profound challenges of the times, motivating some journalists to anoint them the “Greatest Generation.” Theirs is the last generation of Catholics to live half their lives before the Second Vatican Council and half after the Council. My parents hold their religion close to their hearts. Only a serious illness could keep them from going to Mass every Sunday. For the Catholics of the Greatest Generation—those who lived through the Depression, World War II, the sixties, and the terrorist attacks of 9/11—the Second Vatican Council looms large.

“Vatican Two” conjures up the spirit of a defining religious moment. Catholics still talk about what things were like “before Vatican II” or “after Vatican II.” Even those who have little understanding of the specific documents of the Council can remember the excitement and turmoil of the period between 1959, when Pope John XXIII announced his plan to convene a worldwide meeting of bishops, and 1978, when Pope Paul VI died. The phrase “the spirit of Vatican II” refers to a constellation of changes that Catholics experienced in their homes, churches, and schools.

For Margaret, the Second Vatican Council stimulated changes that brought her more intimately in contact with the ritual and theological life of her church. Like millions of other Catholics, she was the granddaughter of immigrants. Until she left home, she had attended Mass in a highly decorated church and went to a school taught by nuns who wore equally elaborate habits. After World War II, Margaret’s husband took advantage of the GI Bill, and the young couple eventually moved into a newly built suburb in Toledo, Ohio. There they joined a fast-growing parish that relied heavily on the involvement of young families. Suburban Catholicism prepared many Catholics for the changes that would come from Rome in the sixties. However, when Margaret moved to Los Angeles, her California parish had a pastor who showed no interest in altering how Catholicism was practiced. Only after Margaret and her husband moved to Denver, Colorado, did they experience the full implications of the Second Vatican Council. Margaret enthusiastically embraced the “Spirit of Vatican II” at her new “exurban” parish. She joined with other men and women to distribute Communion at Mass, sing folk songs, and call their pastor by his first name. Now retired and living in central Florida, the couple no longer go to a Mass with guitars, but Margaret still enjoys her women’s Bible-study group and supports the church’s sister parish in Uganda.

Margaret’s Catholic life is not unusual, but it has received little attention. In the past ten years, what has stood out in the American Catholic Church has been the sex abuse scandals. Priests preying on boys and young men along with the reluctance of bishops to end this behavior have rightfully grabbed the attention of both Catholics and non-Catholics. This attention, however, plays into an enduring misunderstanding of Catholicism: that the Catholic Church is energized, defined,  and determined by the actions of men. Most of the written Catholic history has revolved around men because it is the story of priests, theologians, and popes. Too often women drop out of this history.

Charting the changes of the Second Vatican Council through Margaret (the one in the feathered hat) helps shift the focus away from priests, men, and boys and instead toward nuns, women, and girls. Women’s continual commitment to Catholicism—a commitment that, nevertheless, has always had its limits—has been grossly underacknowledged. My mother and her friends welcomed the changes of Vatican II. As for those parts of Catholicism that did not change, like the prohibition of divorce and birth control, they thought about them deeply and then ignored them. This rejection of certain Catholic norms was not invented in the rebellious sixties; parish life has always been constructed out of conflict and compromise. The changes of the Second Vatican Council, however, both amplified and acknowledged lay participation in Catholicism.

Although Catholics are as diverse as America itself, my mother’s story is typical of much of her generation. Born into a European immigrant family in the urban Northeast, she quit college to get married to a man who was going off to war; she raised children in the suburbs while her husband worked at a profession made possible by the GI Bill; and when he retired, they moved south. Although she lived near cities, she had little interest in them. Hers was a mobile life, lived mostly in the western United States.

Margaret’s Catholic life mirrors many of the changes the nation experienced after World War II. The very iconic character of my mother’s life makes her an ideal lens through which to narrate the religious reforms that we call the spirit of Vatican II.
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chapter one

CATHOLIC NEIGHBORHOODS


Before the epoch-defining Vatican Council of the sixties, the Catholic Church was a very different institution. Since the Enlightenment era, European rulers, politicians, and philosophers had struggled against religious control. Catholic leaders fought to hold on to political power while simultaneously reinforcing religious influence in the affairs of home and family. Rejecting innovations in philosophy that stressed individualism and in science that promoted rationalism, Catholic theologians portrayed a world based on fixed truths defined by supernatural realities. In order to understand the Catholic reforms that culminated in the second Vatican Council, we must get a feel for the Catholic culture of the era of the first Vatican Council that took place in 1870. This Catholicism—defined by the Council of Trent and upheld by Vatican I—was to be renewed and updated at the Second Vatican Council.

In the United States, European immigrant families and their American-born children defined American Catholicism during this period. Their piety was shaped both by experiences in the old world and the realities of the new world. The religion of Margaret’s grandmother and mother, as well as that of her own childhood, was a volatile mix of the hopes of immigrants and the fears of their religious leaders. It is the Catholicism of the immigrant church and not the suburban church of the fifties that was most altered by the reforms of the sixties.

After World War II, the Catholicism of the long nineteenth century began to slowly change under theological, ritual, and artistic reforms. Margaret was one of the millions of grandchildren of immigrants who would leave the ethnic neighborhoods of their families and move to the growing postwar suburbs. She would marry a non-Catholic. Regardless, however, her commitment to and knowledge of Catholicism was formed in the neighborhoods of her youth.

 



 




WHEN WE IMAGINE Catholic immigrants settling in America’s cities, we see Irish and Italian faces. Movies and television shows have told us time and again that Catholics are Irish and Italian. From James Cagney in Angels with Dirty Faces to Martin Scorsese’s Gangs of New York and The Departed, Irish American men have always defined ethnic Catholicism for Americans—and the primacy of the Irish is challenged only by the Italian representation of the same story. Even the recognition of the Spanish-speaking Catholic in the contemporary Church is only slowly changing the widespread assumption that urban Catholics are either of Irish or Italian heritage.

Although the Irish did dominate the Catholic hierarchy and the Italians cultivated a lively popular piety, German Catholics are the ones who filled the church pews. In 1866 more than 50,000 German immigrants had entered the United States through New York harbor alone. A few years later the number grew to over 117,500 migrants from the various states that became Germany in 1871. Although determining religious commitments is difficult, scholars estimate that after 1860 approximately 35 percent of German immigrants were Catholic.1 Between 1865 and 1900 over 700,000 German Catholics arrived in the United States. Not long after this mass movement began, the number of Germans equaled the number of Irish who had arrived a generation earlier. It was not until the turn-of-the-century’s influx of large numbers of Italian Catholics that Germans no longer comprised the majority of the Catholic foreign-born.

Although many German Catholics moved to the farming regions that lay within a triangle defined by St. Louis, Milwaukee, and Cincinnati, others moved to the country’s growing cities. Germans settled in Pennsylvania and all along the shores of the Ohio River and the Great Lakes.  Such was the case with Margaret’s grandmother and grandfather. In 1879 Angelika (nicknamed “Annie”) Froess, along with her sisters Anna and Katie and their brother Joseph, emigrated from the village of Bechenheim. Census enumerators noted on their forms that they were all born in the Grand Duchy of Darmstadt-Hesse, not far from the city of Mainz. The siblings ended up in Erie, Pennsylvania, a well-established manufacturing city on an active waterfront. Single and eighteen when she arrived, Annie was twenty-one when she married Louis Liebel, a local butcher. Louis was also from southern Germany, his family bringing him to America from Leimersheim in 1866 when he was six. Annie and Louis would do what immigrants have done since the settling of the United States: They brought over the rest of their family and supported them.

 



AS AN OLD WOMAN, long after the death of her husband, Annie Liebel developed a special relationship with her granddaughter Margaret. Annie lived with her daughter’s family, and Margaret helped her cook and keep house. When Margaret asked her why her family came from Germany to the United States, the answer was not for the good jobs in a growing industrial city. Annie explained to her granddaughter that her father, Margaret’s great-grandfather, wanted to keep his sons from being drafted.

The Froess’s family concern was a real one.

Although the state of Prussia was powerful, until 1871 there was no central German state: Germany as a country did not exist. The bulk of the Catholic population lived in two areas, the southern region of Bavaria and the lands to the west of the Rhine River. Both the Froess and the Liebel families made their homes near the Rhine. Although Bavaria was relatively secure because of Austria’s protection, Catholics with homes bordering the Rhine had the misfortune of living in a highly contested territory. Because France had historically sought to extend its borders to one of Europe’s greatest waterways, those living by its west bank often found themselves caught between warring states.

In the spring of 1793, under the enthusiasm of the French Revolution, the lands to the west of the Rhine fell under French rule. The French then plundered villages to support the troops. They also brought their revolutionary reforms into the area: Serfdom was outlawed, civil records were kept, and new technologies were introduced. The French also came with the innovation that every citizen should be a soldier and  every soldier a citizen. After the Revolution died, Napoleon embraced the idea of universal conscription, and eventually other European rulers saw the potential of a national draft. As a result, the state of Prussia required military duty from every citizen (only reinforcing the notion that women were not citizens). This enabled Prussia to mobilize a large number of relatively well-trained men for their successful 1870 war against France. Five men from Louis Liebel’s village of Leimersheim died in that war.

The next year, Prussian Count Otto von Bismarck became chancellor of a new, unified Germany. Bismarck was determined to make Germany a strong military and industrial state. The draft continued, and higher taxes were instituted to support the army. Bismarck’s government hoped that a stint in the army would instill in the farmer from the provinces an orderly, disciplined, obedient, and patriotic life geared toward the good of the whole nation. In 1903 a German official noted that men leaving for America were “mostly strong, healthy persons, with habits of cleanliness, which they derived from their service in the army.”2 On a practical level, avoiding the draft made sense for the safety of the family’s sons. On a symbolic level, avoiding the draft meant trying to preserve a modicum of self-sufficiency and independence in a rapidly changing Europe.

For rural families like Annie’s, modernization brought many problems during the last decades of the nineteenth century. As competition stiffened, agricultural prices fell. Cheap, mass-produced goods threatened the livelihoods of village artisans. German immigrants looked to the United States as a place where they might maintain their connections to the land, their trades, and their families.

However, Catholic families had additional worries. When Bismarck came into power, he started what was called the Kulturkampf—the “struggle for true culture.” The new government sought to ensure that Germany’s fragile national unity would not fragment into competing regional or religious loyalties. The state had to be the people’s highest authority, and the Catholic Church couldn’t be allowed to compete.

Many European thinkers and politicians of the time were trying to promote an Enlightenment model of life. They hoped to restrain religion within a limited, private sphere of personal piety and morality while insisting that the public sphere fall under the control of the state. European leaders, who historically had to negotiate power arrangements  with Catholic bishops and the pope, wanted to strip religious organizations of their public influence.

The Catholic Church resisted, and doing so placed it on a collision course with both politicians and philosophers. From the French Revolution onward, Catholic leaders struggled to maintain their political authority, and Bismarck made matters no easier. Believing that the Vatican would stand in the way of German nationalism, Bismarck and the Reichstag, the general assembly of the German empire, enacted a series of laws in 1873 to limit the educational and ecclesiastical power of Catholicism. These “May Laws” prohibited papal authority over German Catholics and abolished religious orders. They stipulated that the education of Catholic clergy was to be overseen by the state and that bishops could not discipline their priests or appoint pastors without the government’s approval. Church property was to be handed over to lay trustees, and religious instruction in elementary schools was to be conducted by teachers acceptable to the state. Bishops who resisted were put in prison, and some Catholics soon found that no priests remained to say Mass nor nuns to teach school.

The Kulturkampf backfired. A fledging German bureaucracy failed at enforcing its mandates, and Vatican ecclesiastical authorities were able to work around problematic state officials. Most importantly, rank-andfile Catholics refused to abandon their religious leaders. Rather than cultivating fear of the state, the Kulturkampf caused anger and resentment that frequently broke out into stubborn resistance and informal dissent. Some families emigrated, whereas others stayed home and became more aggressively Catholic. Catholic newspapers flourished, and parishes learned how to survive without state funds by charging for religious rituals. Lay men and women created societies to promote a Catholic community life that excluded Protestants. Because German nationalism appeared to abandon Catholics, Catholics looked to the institution of the Church to defend their religious traditions.

The Kulturkampf’s ramifications would be enduring. The importance of being a Catholic was passed on to the children of German immigrants—children like Margaret. This was not the case for all Catholic immigrant groups who traveled to America. Southern Italians, for instance, were very skeptical about their parishes’ priests because in Italy the priest often sided with landowners against the peasants. Thus,  immigrant Catholics saw their religion through the lens of what they had experienced in the Old Country. For many German Catholics this meant commitment to parish life.

 



 




CATHOLICS WHO SETTLED IN America’s growing industrial cities tried to create neighborhoods that resembled European villages. When Annie and her family arrived in Erie, it was a patchwork quilt of various ethnic and religious communities. The Scots-Irish attended several Presbyterian churches. Episcopalians built a brick church in 1834 and opened a much larger Gothic edifice in 1866. A third, “The Church of the Cross and the Crown,” became a parish in 1872. There were three Methodist churches for whites and one for blacks. German Protestants had their choice of attending either a Baptist or a Lutheran congregation, and German Jews founded Anschai Chesed Reform Congregation, which met in each other’s homes until they built a synagogue in 1882. The Universalists had a church whose land was donated by one of the city’s prominent judges. Unlike in Europe, where nationalists ridiculed religion as superstitious and challenged the authority of the clergy, patriotic Americans supported their houses of worship. All of the proper citizens in the town went to church.

In the United States after the Civil War, religious tensions were more pronounced within the churches rather than between denominations or the state. This was particularly the case with Catholics because different immigrant communities had unique worship styles and attitudes toward the clergy. Catholics brought their local saints, healing traditions, and ways of celebrating along with them when they came from Europe. At times those practices came into conflict with Church leaders. Immigrant Catholics, many of whom had left their own homelands because they felt they could not practice their religion as they wanted, resented such interference.

In 1868, two years after Louis Liebel arrived in America, Tobias Mullen became the bishop of the Erie diocese. Mullen had come to the United States from Ireland as a young seminarian, initially settling in Pittsburgh. He was one of the many Irish men who dominated the Catholic hierarchy in the United States. Mullen’s appointment as the Catholic “prince” of Erie would span thirty-one years. However, almost  immediately after his installation, a crisis erupted: The Irish bishop would have a run-in with the German parishioners of St. Joseph’s over the construction of a cemetery.3 The family of Louis Liebel went to this parish, and fourteen years later, the young butcher would marry Annie in St. Joseph’s Church.

Whereas priests provide the sacrament of the Last Rites to Catholics, burial is under the auspices of the laity. Finding a proper place for the dead is not easy. During the wet season in Erie, the graves of one Catholic churchyard filled up with water, so occasionally the coffins had to be weighed down by stones piled on top of them. When Bishop Mullen arrived, he decided to address this problem by buying land outside of the city for a cemetery to be used by all of the parishes in his diocese. In addition, the bishop intended to charge burial fees to pay for a new cathedral.

From Bishop Mullen’s perspective, both the cemetery and the cathedral would reflect the unity of the city’s Catholics—bringing together all ethnic groups under the banner of faith and thus demonstrating the enduring truth of Catholicism. Throughout the nation, bishops were proclaiming the permanence and authority of Catholicism by making their churches grand spaces of prayer. Mullen was carrying out the wishes of the Vatican in its desire to strengthen the international church by ensuring that local or national customs never interfered with Catholic unity.

The German parishioners of St. Joseph’s Church thought differently. The cemetery would be five miles from their church and it would take at least an hour and a half to walk there. Hiring wagons to transport the dead and their families was costly. Back where they came from, even the smallest town had its own cemetery tended by local women. They reasoned that if they were working hard to build their own church, why should they have to support the building of a cathedral? Consequently, even though some men had voted for the new cemetery, a group of women from the St. Joseph’s rosary society bought a plot of land for their own burial ground. Their pastor, Father Joseph Stumpe, approved of the idea because the revenues raised from burial fees would go back into his church. A cemetery, not unlike a church supper, could provide a steady stream of income to the parish. Father Stumpe and the rosary society women were thinking in terms of local parish needs.

“But alas,” a parish historian wrote in 1918, “how little they knew of the determination and firmness of Bishop Mullen,” how little they knew of “the power over priests and people vested in any Catholic bishop.” In 1869, on a sultry July Sunday, Bishop Mullen walked unannounced into St. Joseph’s church and, after Mass, told the parishioners not to set up a separate cemetery. He warned them “most earnestly” not to resist authority, and then asked them to follow the saintly model of their patron St. Joseph, who was humble and obedient. As he left the church, he must have realized that he had failed in his mission. A number of men “did not as much as tip their hats” as he walked through the dispersing crowd.4


Lay Catholics in nineteenth-century Erie were not cowed by their bishop, especially an Irish one. Father Stumpe either sided with the parishioners or failed to convince them of the bishop’s power. Soon the congregation began burying their dead in their own parish cemetery. First two children and then a respectable matron who was a member of the rosary society were buried there. Father Stumpe followed his bishop’s orders, and so the internments took place without the services of a priest and without the sound of the bell announcing another soul committed to eternity.

At first Bishop Mullen ignored the rebellious parishioners. He might have concluded that a group of women could not possibly maintain their dissent if he transferred their pastor. Father Stumpe was given the choice of either leaving the diocese or taking charge of the mission in Brookville—a tiny outpost in the forest, thirty miles from the nearest railroad station. Stumpe went off in exile. Bishop Mullen then appointed Father John Kuehn as pastor, a thirty-year-old member of the predominately German order of the Redemptorists. But Bishop Mullen overlooked the fact that it was the women of the parish who cleaned and prepared bodies for burial, coordinated funeral suppers, comforted families as they walked to the graveyard, and kept the cemetery in order. In the days before funeral parlors and undertakers, women were experts in the dead, and they did not want to turn over any of their duties to the diocese. The alternate cemetery continued.

Father Kuehn also failed to bring the crisis to an end. St. Joseph’s parishioners split into two factions: those who supported the parish cemetery and those who cast their lot with Bishop Mullen. The conflict  had caused division not simply between the parishioners and the bishop but also among parishioners. For almost six months, the two sets of parishioners would not speak to each other. The disputing factions sat on separate pews and insisted that separate collections be taken up so as not to support the wrong cause. Income into the parish declined. In order to maintain the church and school, Father Kuehn had to borrow money (at 10 percent interest) from the diocese. In the upstairs part of the school, two nuns were brought in to teach the children of those who supported the bishop’s cemetery, whereas downstairs the “new cemetery party” children were taught by Father Stumpe’s brother-in-law. On Christmas morning there were even two choirs singing simultaneously upstairs and downstairs.

Naturally, both sides claimed the right to ring the bell at funerals. That issue was solved when someone cut the bell rope, causing an unsuspecting bell ringer to fall sprawling to the floor. Bricks and stones were tossed into the living area of Father Kuehn, who “repeatedly lost his temper.” Now that the cemetery had become so important, the parish’s men took it out of the hands of the rosary society women and organized their own St. Joseph’s Cemetery Society, obtaining a charter of incorporation from the Court of Erie. All this must have surely irritated the young bishop, who did what many a politician does when faced with an ugly domestic episode: He took a trip overseas.

 



 




IN OCTOBER OF 1869 Bishop Mullen, along with several other bishops and cardinals, boarded the sailing ship Baltimore and left to attend the First Vatican Council. For Tobias Mullen, attending to the factious St. Joseph’s parish would have to wait. There were larger Church matters to consider.

Tobias Mullen had been called to an ecumenical council to be held at the Vatican within the city of Rome. An ecumenical council was an assembly of representatives from the whole Church who met for consultation and to make decisions. The meeting took place in St. Peter’s Basilica and involved cardinals, bishops, and the heads of the male religious orders from all over the world. Because this was an ecumenical council, the patriarchs of the Eastern rite Catholic Church joined with their Latin brethren. They came to the Council from places like Jerusalem or Antioch in Syria. These Eastern patriarchs, even as they paid allegiance to  the pope, oversaw churches with distinct rituals, theologies, and traditions from those of the Latin West. Within their communities, for instance, married men could be ordained priests and the language of their Mass was not Latin.

This “first” Vatican Council actually was the twentieth such meeting but the first held at the Vatican. The first Council had been held in Nicaea in 325. The 318 Council fathers who assembled there argued about key questions in Christianity: Who was Jesus? Was he only divine, or was he fully divine and fully human? The leaders then voted on a set of religious definitions called “doctrines,” which then were to be considered final and binding. Some bishops went away unhappy but still submitted to the rule of the majority and upheld the Council’s decisions. Others rejected the decisions, broke with Rome, and formed new Christian communities. The doctrines decided upon at Nicaea became the “Nicene Creed.” A version of this statement of faith is recited each Sunday by many Protestants as well as all Catholics. Councils can also decide on practical matters. At Nicaea, for instance, a date was established for when Easter would be celebrated.

For Catholics living in the nineteenth century, the Council of Trent (1545 to 1563) defined their religious lives. This nineteenth ecumenical council had been held three hundred years earlier in Trent, Italy. The Council had been called to clarify Catholic doctrine, strengthen the boundaries between Protestant and Catholic thought, and address abuses that were damaging the Church from within. Held in the northern Italian city of Trent, three separate sessions of meetings were the culmination of many reforming trends that had gone on for generations in the Church. The decrees provided sharp criticism of the Protestant Reformation.

The effects of the Council of Trent were wide-ranging. In 1570 the Vatican published the Missale Romanum, laying out the proper structure and prayers of the Mass. This text remained basically unchanged for the next four hundred years. Latin acquired a sacral character, and popular devotions were encouraged as a means to enliven the faithful and defeat those in error. Preaching, clerical literacy, and seminary training were made a high priority. Priests were to be set apart from their congregations. Church organization became more hierarchical and centralized. The power of the pope expanded, as he was understood to be the only  figure who could curb the misbehavior of priests and bishops. Heretical corruption was countered by the careful definition of Catholic belief and ritual as well as the establishment of an Index of Forbidden Books. The Roman Inquisition was also expanded.

After the Council of Trent, Catholics had a complete and clear statement of doctrines—something that had not occurred during the Middle Ages. The flavor of Catholicism that emerged out of the Council of Trent (often called “Tridentine Catholicism”) became the standard for matters of faith and Church discipline.

 



JUST AS THE COUNCIL IN TRENT was designed as a response to the Protestant Reformation, Vatican I was itself a response to the Enlightenment and the changing political situation of Europe. Catholic leaders had watched as political and philosophical revolutionaries in France, Italy, and Germany had taken property away from monastic orders, killed and humiliated priests, ordered religious instruction out of schools, denied the existence of miracles, and turned Christ into a philosophical teacher rather than a supernatural savior. Enlightenment thinkers argued that some individuals (not slaves, for instance) had rights not connected to specific religious beliefs. For them, religion belonged in the private sphere of the home not the public space of government and economics. Vatican I was called at the very time when politicians like Otto von Bismarck were curtailing Catholic influence on European society. By the time Bishop Mullen arrived in Italy, the lands the pope ruled over had dwindled to almost nothing and a unified Italy was about to be born.

Just two days before the conference, on December 4, 1864, Pope Pius IX published the encyclical Quanta Cura with its attached “Syllabus of Errors.” The language of Quanta Cura was sharp and dramatic, setting a confrontational tone for Vatican I. In his encyclical, Pope Pius IX referred to modern thought as “the nefarious enterprises of wicked men,” whose words and deeds were like the “raging waves of the sea foaming out their own confusion, and promising liberty whereas they are slaves of corruption.” The pope saw nothing good in the new world created by these men and women because they had “striven by their deceptive opinions and most pernicious writings to raze the foundations of the Catholic religion and of civil society.”5 He called on Catholic bishops to  defend the faithful—so as to save them from perdition—by understanding exactly what were the modern errors spread by the enemies of the Catholic Church.

All of the ideas condemned in Quanta Cura concern the notion that the natural order was higher than the supernatural order—that human thought could supersede the Church. The encyclical reflected the tensions that existed between Catholics like the pope—who wanted to maintain the medieval synthesis between religion, society, science, and culture—and those who wanted to define reality without reference to the supernatural. Enlightenment thinkers had reversed the proper ordering of reality by stressing the innate strength of human reason over divine revelation.

In Quanta Cura the Church stood by its conviction that it alone held the keys to truth and salvation. Not only was the supernatural real, but it was also eternally true and unchanging. Condemned was the belief that God revealed his intentions slowly and that true religion could be altered or be improved. More specifically, the bishops rejected any sense that Catholic doctrine, institutions, or political philosophy were equal to any other religion or system of thought. Protestants did not please God. In Catholic countries, non-Catholics had no right to worship in public. Pope Pius IX condemned in no uncertain terms many innovations in philosophy and politics that we now take for granted.

Political movements in Europe that sought to curb the political power of the Church were now to be defined as “false sects.” The Church was within its rights to have dominion over both temporal and spiritual affairs because only through a faithful society could goodness prevail in the world. When government and Church law conflicted, to assume that civil law rather than religious law should triumph was incorrect. Likewise, it was wrong to think that schools should concentrate on profane knowledge and vocational training. The mandate that public schooling should be open to all and freed from ecclesiastical authority was condemned as an error. Governments had also wrongly taken over the Church’s role in legitimating marriages. Some nations even permitted divorce. Notions of religious liberty corrupted the morals and minds of people, leading them to think that all beliefs were the same.

In the 1860s, when Catholic leaders looked around at the industrializing world, they did not see a utopia of free individuals helping each  other actualize their highest potentials; instead they saw factory owners exploiting their workers, women reduced to prostitution to feed their children, and squalid cities. By separating the civil state from religion and morality, modern thinkers—socialists, liberal Catholics, even Masons—had let loose a torrent of greed and exploitation. What, if not religion, would keep people from merely single-mindedly amassing riches and pursuing the “unchastened desire of ministering to [their] own pleasure and interests”?6


The pope who called Catholic leaders to the Vatican believed that an ecumenical council would make an even stronger statement than Quanta Cura did against liberal nationalists and those Catholics who indulged in modern thought. For him, only by returning to a society based on Catholic principles could true freedom and salvation be guaranteed. Consequently, the men he chose to prepare the schemas, or “proposed decrees,” that would be debated when the bishops arrived in Rome reflected the antimodern stance of Pius IX and other European conservatives. The schemas of Vatican I ranged from citing the errors that sprang from rationalism to condemnations of dueling to defining the mission of religious orders. The point of calling Vatican I was to clarify timeless truths and to confront those who had gone astray. Very little in the proposed documents recommended the modern world of the nineteenth century.

 



MOST OF THE MEN who attended the Council had the problems of Europe on their mind. That Catholics in America were flourishing in a modern environment was not considered. Of the approximately seven hundred Council fathers who attended the opening session on December 8, 1869, two-thirds were Europeans, and of those, one third was from Italy. Most of the bishops coming from missionary lands were also Europeans. Forty-eight American bishops and one abbot arrived from the United States. All of the Council’s discussions were conducted in Latin and in secret. No reporters or observers were permitted in the sessions, although Council gossip was printed in every European newspaper and summarized in the U.S. press. The debates moved slowly, and American bishops wrote home about being exceedingly bored. The sound in St. Peter’s was so poor that a sail had to be rigged over the hall so the men could hear each other.

Casting its shadow over all the discussions was the issue of papal infallibility. Would the Council shore up the pope’s declining temporal influence by according him the power, at certain times, to speak on morals and faith without the possibility of error? Would the world’s bishops support intensifying the authority of the pope and his administrators, the Roman Curia? What would be the impact of those decisions on the larger world of Christianity? On governments?

By the end of April 1870, after considering almost three hundred proposed amendments to the original schemas, the Council Fathers approved Dei Filius. Although its language was more controlled than in Quanta Cura, this dogmatic constitution also taught that God’s direction utterly surpassed the understanding of the human mind, that God authored the books of the Bible, and that Scriptures needed to be interpreted by the Church. Faith was a supernatural virtue not because it accorded with reason but because it came from God. “To the Catholic Church alone,” Dei Filius explained, “belong all those things, so many and so marvelous, which have been divinely ordained to make for the manifest credibility of the Christian faith.”7 If one accepted Catholicism, there would never be a reason for changing or calling one’s faith into question. Continuing in the spirit of Quanta Cura and of all the Councils since Nicaea, the constitution ended in a list of ideas that were to be condemned.

Not all of the world’s bishops agreed with the antimodern stance of Pius IX and other conservatives. Most American bishops recognized that Catholicism was thriving in the United States in spite of the separation of church and state. True, there were anti-Catholic Protestants who, a generation earlier, had burned convents and churches, but American Catholics had not experienced the same level of anticlerical fervor as Europeans. Protestants in the United States viewed ethnic parishes with suspicion, but they were also drawn to Catholicism’s romantic character and theological precision. A Catholic had signed the Declaration of Independence, Catholics fought alongside Protestants on both sides in the Civil War, and immigrant Catholics were, for the most part, paying for their church.

American Council Fathers also had varying views on the issue of papal infallibility. Several American bishops argued that papal infallibility was not evident in the Bible or in past Council decisions. They believed  that the definition of “infallibility” was unclear and that there was too much debate over when an infallible statement could be legitimately pronounced. Council Fathers worried that approval of papal infallibility would accelerate the shift of theological and institutional power away from their control. They feared the heightened involvement of Italian bishops working in the Curia who would interpret and enforce papal decrees. Not only would this involvement threaten the American bishop’s ability to set policy in their own diocese, but the expansion of Vatican authority would also alienate Protestants. Although only a few of the bishops at Vatican I opposed infallibility entirely, a healthy number felt that this was not the right time to assert such a doctrine. The moment, they argued, was inopportune. Bishop Mullen of Erie was one of twenty bishops and archbishops who signed a petition asking for the withdrawal of the discussion of infallibility.

The dissenters did not have the required vote to overrule the infallibility language. When it became clear that infallibility would be approved, eight bishops received permission to leave Rome before a final vote was taken. Bishop Mullen stayed, voting along with 433 Council Fathers to assent to the constitution Pastor Aeternus. One of the only two dissenting votes was cast by an American. On July 18, in the middle of a torrential rain storm, the statement on infallibility was read aloud to the world’s Catholics. The Council was then adjourned and set to reconvene in November. The rest of the schemas would be debated then.

The next day, on July 19, 1870, war erupted between France and Prussia. Previously, France had stationed troops in Rome to protect the Papal States from those Italians who wanted to craft a unified, secular Italian state. After a long struggle, Rome was the last piece in their unification puzzle. So when French troops moved out of Rome to fight the Prussians, Italian forces entered and secured Rome. Italian republicans proclaimed Rome the capital of the new nation of Italy. Angered at being robbed of his temporal kingdom and the ascendance of liberal nationalists, Pope Pius IX withdrew into his quarters. He declared himself a prisoner of the Vatican and excommunicated the leaders of the new Italy. Vatican Council I was suspended, never to be reconvened. Hostility between the pope and the Italian government would not be resolved until 1929, when Pope Pius XI and Benito Mussolini approved the Lateran Treaty.

Like Quanta Cura and its Syllabus of Errors, the mood of Vatican I had been confrontational. It extended the spiritual power of the pope at a time when he had all but lost his secular power. Later papal writings would reject modern trends in theology and political theory again and again. In 1907 Pius X issued another list of condemned theological errors along with his encyclical Pascendi. The Vatican was particularly concerned about the precedent for religious pluralism and free thinking in the United States. Even though bishops and theologians consistently reassured Europeans that they misunderstood what was happening in the New World, the American hierarchy did not hesitate to restrict Catholic theological inquiry.

Attitudes that had been cultivated in the Vatican as well as among conservative Europeans had practical effects in American parishes. The doctrine on the infallibility of the pope reinforced the power dynamics in American Catholic community: the husband over the family, the nun over her students, the priest over his parishioners, and the bishop over all. Although American bishops did not share Vatican pessimism about religious pluralism, they did use the Vatican’s antimodernism as a springboard to rail against everything from jazz to the length of women’s skirts. At their own meetings in Baltimore in 1884, they agreed that Catholics were required to send their children to parochial schools, which should be free and supported by parishes. Catholics who were married by a Protestant minister or those who remarried after a divorce were excommunicated. 8 Such decrees were designed to keep Catholics within their own worlds, separated from modern innovations ranging from divorce to public schools.

 



 




PERHAPS ERIE’S BISHOP was encouraged by the discussions he heard at the Vatican. The conversation certainly leaned toward asserting ecclesiastical power and limiting the influence of the individual. While in Rome, Bishop Mullen exercised his spiritual power over those who disobeyed him when they buried their dead in their own cemetery by placing an interdict on St. Joseph’s parish and locking the doors of the church. This interdict meant that there would be no Mass or sacraments conducted in the parish. Priests at other churches were told not to minister to the members of St. Joseph’s nor even baptize their children. Only  the dying who truly repented and renounced their allegiance to the “new cemetery party” would be allowed to receive the Last Rites.

Catholics during the era of Vatican I could—and did—disagree with their pastors or bishops. However, ordinary Catholics had little formal power and no theological justification for dissent. Just as a father had control over his children, so did the bishop over his congregations. Dissenters at St. Joseph’s, if they wanted to remain Catholic, had no alternative. They petitioned the bishop to lift the interdict and reopen the church. Eight months after its closing, Bishop Mullen reopened the church with a mission (a Catholic revival meeting) led by a team of Jesuits. “At its close,” the parish’s historian concluded, “the bulk of the congregation had been reconciled to the Church, to God, to the Bishop.”9


The experience of the Germans at St. Joseph’s was indicative of a larger trend occurring in the country. Like the American bishops who reconciled themselves to the doctrine of papal infallibility even if they thought it inopportune, the parishioners of St. Joseph’s submitted to the authority of their bishop. Parishes in America would not look like the village churches of their European hometowns. The Irish and American-born bishops who sought a strong, unified, and prominent Catholicism were succeeding in building powerful parishes. If the people of a parish had problems with a priest or with each other, they would have to be very cagey in how they pursued change. Layers of authority were clearly defined, and challenges could be easily condemned as evidence of modern impudence.

City churches of the Vatican I era reflected both the politics and the theology of international Catholicism. To look at the altar of a Catholic church was to see into heaven. There resided the Trinity—God the Father, the Son, and Holy Spirit—attended to by the community of saints and angels. People came to the church to look upon this heavenly community—not to be a part of it. The priest and the altar boys were attendants at that throne. As with the people, they faced the tabernacle and directed their prayers toward the divine center. Just as no one would dare turn their back on a king, so all faced Christ as he appeared in the guise of bread and wine.

The focal point of attention was the tabernacle, where the consecrated hosts were stored. A golden crucifix stood in a niche above the tabernacle. This holy area was surrounded by various niches holding  statues and platforms for the placement of banks of candelabras for candles. Each time they crossed in front of the tabernacle, Catholics genuflected, making one of their knees touch the floor. Because the altar area represented God on his throne in heaven, statues of Catholic saints and even marble angels were placed on either side to indicate worship of the divine presence. Both the side altars and the main altar were dressed with white, laced linens. The sanctuary displayed an array of flowers and living green plants; palms were especially popular.

Areas for the clergy and for the people were carefully delineated. To preach, the priest accessed the pulpit (known as the “ambo”) by mounting a set of stairs that raised him above the congregation. A short railing separated the altar area from the nave, and this was where Catholics knelt when they received Holy Communion. This railing was also dressed with a white linen cloth. Opulent stained glass windows—the more detailed in their telling of biblical stories or the lives of the saints the better—filtered the outside light. Underneath the stained glass, along the side walls, painted Stations of the Cross illustrated the drama of Christ’s passion and death.

Entering the sacred space of the altar area was restricted during services to men—priests and altar boys. But women made the space look special and holy. When services were not being held, women scrubbed and polished all the altar brass. Any ornate woodwork on the main altar or the long altar rail had to be dusted. Candle wax stuck to the red vigil lights needed to be scraped off. Women also made sure that the array of vestments that the priests wore was in good order. They pressed the albs, the long, white linen garb worn by the priests at Mass, taking care that the lace on the bottom was treated properly. In the days before steam irons, this meant ironing on a wet bath towel and putting the altar cloths on special rollers so that no creases would appear. In a world without air conditioners or even large fans, women had to keep towels handy to prevent their sweat from dripping on the fresh linens.

The church was a glimpse into heaven, but it also replicated a formal, Victorian home. Catholic churches of the immigrant era reflected late Romantic aesthetic styles: opulent, meticulously decorated, colorful, and formal. Catholics layered their churches with images, textures, colors, and even smells. Empty spaces were to be filled because they signaled a lack of concern, a lack of abundance, a lack of expansiveness. Churches  symbolized the richness of religion just as an overstuffed parlor indicated that a family had taste and wealth. Watching the drama of the Mass performed within a monumental and highly decorated building connected Catholics to the power of God—a God who determined one’s life and fate.

Royalty—even divine royalty—does not come cheap. With no government willing to fund church upkeep, construction, or salaries, lay people had to raise the money needed to support their parish. Immigrants and their children could not provide large endowments, as wealthy Protestants might, but they could be convinced to give whatever extra cash they had to the church. Priests relied on women to organize a constant succession of festivals, parties, suppers, and dances to generate the funds needed to run the parish. In Erie, women convinced breweries to donate beer for church suppers and coordinated their families to gather for the cheap meal. When there were leftovers, they served them up the next night at half-price. Catholics raised as much money through such events as they did through pew rents or church collections.

Immigrant men and women spent their free time in different ways. In the German American community, men joined singing societies and fraternal organizations. For instance, Annie’s uncle, who was president of a singing society in Germany, continued to be active in one like it in Erie. In these societies, Catholic men might socialize with Protestants and freethinkers. A general sense of German American identity—not attached to region and often expressed in English—was cultivated by men. For men, such nonreligious associations provided a place for political discussions rather than religious ones.

Excluded from the male-oriented ethnic societies, women looked to the church as a place for socializing outside the home. In parish life women like Annie Liebel found a spiritual and social atmosphere that was meaningful amidst a growing industrial city. Before the arrival of radio and the movies, most entertainment—particularly for women—came from religion. Consequently, in Margaret’s family, women cultivated a Catholic, rather than German American, identity. Parish life provided a mixture of socializing, gossiping, prayer, and education that many women found fulfilling.

Immigration continued at full force in the United States until World War I, when antiforeign sentiments in the twenties cut off the flow of  European settlers. In 1895 Annie and her family stopped going to St. Joseph’s Church because population increases motivated new parishes to be established. The new Sacred Heart Church was built literally around the corner. Annie’s daughter Angelica and her granddaughter Margaret were both baptized in Sacred Heart parish. In 1900 the city of 52,733 had eleven Catholic parishes. Increasingly these new parishes were “national parishes” set up to serve the new immigrants who were arriving in Erie. By 1920 the city’s population had almost doubled to 93,372, and parishes had been established for the Slovaks (Holy Family, 1908), Poles (St. Casimir, 1916), Hungarians (St. Stephen, 1917), and Romanians (St. George, 1918). By the time Angelica married in 1922, there were seventeen Catholic churches in Erie.

 



AFTER WORLD WAR I there were more Catholic churches across the country, but there was also more competition for the attention of the children of the immigrants. Churches were no longer the sole purveyors of entertainment in Erie. Although Annie felt the most comfortable with her German-speaking relatives, her daughter Angelica had a wider circle of acquaintances and distractions. Friends went together to the movies, cheap food could be bought at the baseball stadium, and the production value of a vaudeville act was much higher than any parish play. Even though immigrant neighborhoods had never been hermetically sealed, by the twenties, expanding leisure and time at school brought more ethnic groups in contact with each other than ever before. In Erie, young people met each other at work, in downtown department stores, while picnicking at the lake, or when riding the trolley. The German American Angelica could have met her Swedish American boyfriend, Karl Johnston, at the movies, the roller-skating rink, the public park, or even at a dance hall.

Angelica was not supposed to marry the non-Catholic Karl. Catholics were forbidden by Canon Law from marrying non-Catholics. Nevertheless, love often intervened. Significantly, Angelica met with no hostility from her parents about the marriage. Karl was a “good boy,” and Swedish Lutherans had values not unlike German Catholics. All agreed, however, that the engaged couple would have to get a dispensation from the rule that Catholics could not marry Protestants. There would be forms to fill out.

Even a quick foray through the archives kept by America’s bishops reveals that Catholicism was as much a religion of dispensation as it was a religion of rules. To receive that dispensation, Karl had to sign a paper agreeing never to impede Angelica’s Catholic activities. He had to let her be buried in a Catholic cemetery, from which he would be excluded unless an additional dispensation was granted. Angelica had to promise to try to convert Karl by her prayers and good example. All of their children had to be raised as Catholics, even if Angelica died and Karl remarried a non-Catholic. Angelica must not attend Karl’s church even “just for the sake of peace” as to do so would be a tacit admission that all Christian communities were equal in God’s eyes. The Church clearly insisted they were not. If Karl refused to agree to any of these strictures or if the couple was married by a Protestant minister, Angelica was to be automatically excommunicated. Her marriage would be null and void; she would be living in sin, banned from receiving any sacraments, and forbidden from burial in a Catholic cemetery. Only a bishop could revoke the excommunication.

Fortunately, Angelica and Karl secured the dispensation that allowed them to marry. Excluded from the sacred space of the church, they had to be married in the parish rectory, where the priest wore none of his customary Mass vestments. Because to be in church was to be in the presence of the divine, to be excluded from church was a powerful gesture.

Such weddings were meant to be bleak. In 1917 a priest-writer described such a wedding “as cold and soulless as agnosticism and Protestantism can make it; it looks more like a funeral service or an ordinary business transaction than a marriage ceremony.”10 Angelica and Karl, however, understood both their wedding and marriage to be proper and fulfilling. Karl did not chafe under the requirement to send his children to Catholic school. As Annie aged, Karl dutifully walked her each day to early-morning Mass. While waiting for her, he smoked a cigar at the drugstore across the street and chatted with his buddies. Then he walked her home.

Catholic devotional life after World War I was complex and theatrical. Erie Catholics walked to church for Sunday and daily Mass, but not as family groups. Children who went to parish school were required to attend their own Mass, typically at nine in the morning. They would sit  together, in the order of their classes, and with their teachers. Mothers and grandmothers would go to early morning “low Masses” that had no singing. The priest would read the texts of the Mass from the missal on the altar and the altar boys would give the responses.

The main Sunday Mass was the sung “High Mass.” At this Mass a choir would sing the parts of the Mass. In 1903 the encyclical Tra le Sollecitudini tried to eliminate dramatic church music from High Masses and reinstitute Gregorian Chant. Because the choir was considered to be a part of the liturgical office, women were to be excluded. The encyclical explained that boys should sing the soprano parts. This effort failed miserably at Sacred Heart, where Florence Messmer played the organ and led the choir for almost fifty years. Angelica became just as well known in the parish for her singing.

Attending Mass was the central but not sole religious practice of parish life. Along with the Sacred Heart choir, Angelica sang at funerals, weddings, Christmas celebrations, and church novenas, which were services that included a blessing of the sick and the recitation of prayers to the Virgin Mary or a saint. They typically ended in Benediction, the exposition of the host in a golden container called a monstrance. Because novenas took place outside of Mass, they were more personal. They encouraged Catholics to create intimate relationships with Jesus, Mary, and the saints. Flourishing during the thirties and forties, when families were struck by the troubles of the Depression and World War II, novenas always included a “petition box,” where people wrote on slips of paper the things that they needed from God. Novena prayers were dramatic and formal: “Look down with a mother’s tenderness and pity on me, who kneel before you to venerate your Dolors,” Catholics called upon the Virgin of Sorrows, “and place my requests, with filial confidence, in the sanctuary of your wounded Heart.”11 Whereas only Latin hymns were to be sung at Mass, at novenas congregations sang popular hymns in English, which were as florid as their prayers.

Using Latin contributed to creating a religious environment not easily accessible to outsiders. It would be incorrect to conclude, however, that Catholics were mesmerized into ritual compliance, so they had no understanding of what they were doing. The movements and rhythms of Catholic life were repeated to a point at which they were inscribed on the body and became a natural way of moving, acting, and participating.  Ritual participation, specifically in the sacraments, mattered more than believing in a collection of ideas. Being Catholic meant mastering a set of practices until they became second nature. Through those practices, Christ, Mary, and the saints became as familiar as family members. Catholics cultivated involved relationships with these holy characters much like they did with their own kin. Although the process of learning practices, relationships, and meanings could come from growing up in Catholic neighborhoods and homes, increasingly, Catholics learned them at the parish school.

 



 




THE MOST ENDURING LEGACY of the nineteenth century for the average American Catholic was not the doctrine of infallibility of Vatican I; rather, it was the construction of a nationwide, parish-based school system. As European governments threatened the autonomy of Catholic schools, the Church denounced the growing public school movement. The Syllabus of Errors attached to Quanta Cura condemned educational systems free from ecclesiastical control, unconnected with Catholic faith, and under the authority of the civil state. The Vatican warned American bishops in 1875 that public schools were fraught with danger and hostile to Catholicism. In 1884 the country’s bishops required all Catholics to send their children to parochial schools.12 At a parish school, students would learn that the main goal of education was to enable them to move toward salvation. The spirit of Vatican I expected that education would support and articulate specific Catholic doctrines and practices.

For the most part, Erie Catholics tried to cultivate in their schools the unification of faith and knowledge. By 1926, the year that Angelica’s daughter Margaret was born, almost 15,000 children went to parish schools in the diocese. Within the city, German American parishes maintained schools of about 400 pupils; the Irish parish of St. Patrick managed 500 children. The Poles, however, beat them both. The Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth taught 1,012 students at St. Stanislaus Parish and the Felician Sisters had 721 pupils at Holy Trinity and 369 at St. Hedwig’s. Only the Italians at St. Paul’s and the Hungarians at St. Stephen’s did not have parish schools, although St. Paul’s did begin one in 1966. The number of children in Erie’s Catholic schools remained high well into the 1960s.

At Sacred Heart both Margaret and her mother Angelica had the same first grade teacher, Sister Francis Joseph, who taught at the parish from 1903 to 1934. By 1936 she would be among the fifteen nuns who taught seven hundred children, coping with an average class size of forty-six. Sister Francis Joseph belonged to a religious order of nuns called the Sisters of St. Joseph, and they dominated both the Catholic schools and social services in Erie. Of the fifteen parishes with schools in 1936, nine were taught by Sisters of St. Joseph. Although the schools of the Poles and Slovaks included recent immigrant nuns who spoke those languages, the majority of Erie’s Catholics were taught by local, American-born women. Sister Francis Joseph was born in Erie in 1879 as Edith Kress. Like Margaret and her mother, she was a German American who did not speak any German. Because the Sisters of St. Joseph recruited women from the multiethnic area of northwest Pennsylvania to teach and do social work, they relied on English as their common language of communication.
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