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The US has no Black Catholic
saints. Could a future one
be buried in Memphis?

s

Sister Thea Bowman photographed at St. Rose Convent in 1968. FRANCISCAN SISTERS OF PERPETUAL ADORATION

Declared
‘Servant of
God’ in 2018,
nun is being
considered for
canonization
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She wore African dress, began by
singing, preached on what it meant to
be Black and Catholic in America — and
Sister Thea Bowman ended her 1989
speech to the U.S. Catholic Bishops by
convincing the bishops to stand and

sing with her.

“They always say that was her first
miracle. She got the bishops to dance,”
said Sister Charlene Smith, a member
of the Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual
Adoration who was friends with Bow-
man for 35 years.

There are currently no Black U.S.
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Sister Thea Bowman, front, with a class at the former Holy Child Jesus School in Canton. Bowman, a Canton native, was a staunch advocate of education, without
which she said, “We can’t be the church.” Sister Thea Bowman School, the only Catholic elementary school in west Jackson, has seen enroliment drop in recent years.
PHOTOS BY CATHOLIC DIOCESE OF JACKSON/SPECIAL TO THE CLARION-LEDGER
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saints in the Catholic Church, although
six are being considered for canoniza-
tion.

Bowman is one of those six, and if
she’s canonized, a Black Catholic saint
known for her radiant personality and
her ad: for racial iliation
will be buried in Memphis, less than
three hours from her childhood home in
Canton, Mississippi.

In 2018, Bowman was declared a
“Servant of God,” the title given to a can-
didate for sainthood whose cause is still
under investigation, prior to being de-
clared “Venerable.”

Born in 1937 in Canton, Mississippi,
toaphysician and a teacher, Bertha Eliz-
abeth Bowman converted to Catholi-
cism at nine years old after being taught
by the Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual
Adoration and the Missionary Servants
of the Most Holy Trinity.

At 15 years old she told her parents
she wanted to go to Wisconsin to join
the Franciscan Sisters — and started a
hunger strike when her parents told her
she wasn’t going. She won the argu-
ment, and soon became the first Black
member of the Franciscan Sisters of
Perpetual Adoration.

It was there that she met Smith, who
entered the convent about the same
time. Both wanted to be teachers and
majored in English, taking classes to-
gether. Today, Smith has written a book
about Bowman.

Entering religious life, Bowman was
given the name “Sister Mary Thea” in
honor of the Virgin Mary and Bowman’s
father, Theon Bowman.

Embracing 'Blackness and
Catholicism as gifts from God'

Later, Bowman would work as a

and has also written a book about her.

Bowman traveled the country, deli-
vering public lectures as a critic of rac-
ism and an advocate for the full inclu-
sion of Black Catholics in the church.

She often interspersed her talks with
singing, with a voice “like an angel,” said
Smith.

She also was excellent with children,
Smith said, sometimes telling them to
look at their hands: “You have five fin-
gers and there are five different colors of
skin,” Bowman would tell the children.
“There’s black and there’s brown and
there’s yellow and there’s red and
there’s white, just remember we are all
one family.”

Her favorite song was “This Little
Light of Mine.” She had her own light,
but also “had the uncanny ability to see
the light in the souls of everybody she
met,” Smith said.

In1984, Bowman was diagnosed with
breast cancer. She continued to speak,
arriving in a wheelchair and dressed in
customary African clothing until her
death in Canton in 1990.

Smith said she considers it “one of
the greatest treasures of my life” thal
she was able to spend time in

and Catholic and called the Church to
celebrate this diversity as (a) gift.”

A contemporary Black Catholic
saint?

Today, there’s an effort out of Balti-
more to have an expedited canonization
process for Bowman and the five other
Black U.S. Catholics currently being
considered for canonization.

The reason, said Ralph Moore, a
member of the social justice committee
at St. Ann’s Catholic Church in Balti-
more, is because there are currently no
Black U.S. Catholic Saints.

“We've remained faithful despite the
history of enslavement and mass incar-
ceration and mass poverty,” Moore said.
“But as you sit in a Catholic Church and
look up, you don’t see anything that
looks like us. It’s all white. And that’s
the way it’s always been.”

The church’s social justice committee
has organized a letter writing campaign
to Pope Francis, urging immediate can-
onization.

Of the six Black U.S. Catholics cur-
rently being considered for canomza-

orbit.

Although Bowman had never lived in
Memphis, her uncle moved to the south
side of the city to work as a pharmacist
and purchased a plot at Elmwood Cem-
etery. Both of Bowman’s parents were
buried there, so she was laid to rest next
to them. On her tombstone are the
words she requested: “She tried.”

"Sr. The Bowman was a spiritual
mystic, civil rights activist, teacher and
preacher among us,” said Therese Wil-
son Favors, who worked on Black
Catholic initiatives with Bowman. “She
raised our souls to a richer level of spiri-
tual ascension and called us to embrace
our Blackness and Catholicism as gifts
from God. This dance of cultural and
spiritual awakening was refreshing and
appealmg to Black Catholics. Sr. Thea

teacher, b ‘a highly
evangelizer, teacher, writer, and singer
sharing the joy of the Gospel and her
rich cultural heritage throughout the
nation,” according to a biography at her
cause for canonization website.

In 1978, Bowman received the posi-
tion of director of the Office of Intercul-
tura] Affairs for the Diocese of Jackson,

issippi, where she “ i to
assail racial prejudice and promote cul-
tural awareness and sensitivity,” ac-
cording to the biography.

“Sister Thea’s legacy would be she
equipped Black Catholics with knowl-
edge of their history, culture and spiri-
tually of African Americans within the
Catholic Church,” said the Rev. Maurice
Nutt, redemptorist priest in the Diocese
of New Orleans, who was charged with
researching Bowman’s life in the cause
for canonization. “She encouraged us to
own our own ancestry and heritage and
to bring that as gifts to the Catholic
Church, that the Catholic Church could
not be complete without our presence.
That’s what makes the Catholic Church
truly universal. We came as people
bringing gifts to the church so the
church might be totally whole and com-
plete.”

A former student of Bowman, Nutt
knew her for the last six years of her life
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d us to be authentically Black

tion, only is d a con-
temporary, since she died in 1990. That
means many people today knew her.

Delores Moore (no relation to Ralph
Moore), another member of St. Ann’s
social justice committee, met Bowman
at a Black Catholic revival in Baltimore
shortly before Bowman’s death. Al-
though her cancer had progressed, Bow-
man was “so enthusiastic,” she said.

“Shelifted our spirits,” Delores Moore
said. “She challenged you. She was just
an exciting human being to be with. You
just couldn’t keep the word to yourself.
You had to put it in action. She really
challenged us as Catholics.”

Bowman told Black Americans that
they could be both good Catholics and
Black at the same time, Ralph Moore
said.

She showed that they could embrace
Black preaching and Gospel music in

This portrait of Sister Thea is on
P loan to the Mississi
Museum of Art. “Bishop (Joseph)
Brunini gave her a job ... helping us to
understand and appreciate the
different cultures,” said the Rev. Mike
O'Brien, pastor of Sacred Heart
Catholic Church in Canton.

the Catholic Church and be “free and ex-
pressive,” he said.

“She was a larger than life figure and
the great benefit for those of us around
today is that we could see what a saint
looked like,” he said. “Not a person who
walked with tiny steps and whispered,
but a person who lived out loud and whe
moved people by the force of her per-
sonality and the force of her spirit.”

Katherine Burgess covers county gov-
ernment and religion. She can be
reached at katherine.burgess@commer-
cialappeal.com, 901-529-2799 or fol-
lowed on Twitter @kathsburgess.

Sister Thea Bowman is photographed in 1988, two years before her death. FRANCISCAN SISTERS OF PERPETUAL ADORATION
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