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Mother Mathilda 
Beasley, GeorgiaÕs 
First Black Nun
Rhonda Williams, a founding member of the 
Mother Mathilda Beasley Society, addressed 
the February 16, 2008 meeting of the 
Serra Club of Savannah and she re-
counted a fascinating story of a re-
markable African American woman. 

Mathilde (later spelled 
Mathilda) Taylor was 
born into slavery on No-
vember 14, 1832 (some 

say 1834) in New Orleans, to Caroline, a French speaking 
slave owned by James C. Taylor. It was speculated that 
her father was a Native American and that Mathilda inher-
ited her Òextreme height and her commanding figureÓ 
from him. 

Little is known of MathildaÕs early years in Louisiana 
and there is no record of how she achieved her freedom 
and moved to Savannah. But by 1859, records indicate 
that she was operating a secret school for African-
American children in Savannah, at a time in history when 
punishment for teaching slaves or free persons of color to 
read was a fine and whipping. Facing great personal risks, 
she was committed to educating children who otherwise 
would have no opportunity for schooling.

After the end of the Civil War, in the late 1860s, Math-
ilda worked in a Bryan Street restaurant known as the Rail-
road House, owned by a free black man named Abraham 
Beasley, who also owned several other businesses in Savan-
nah, and who made some of his small fortune by engaging 
in the slave trade. SavannahÕs Roman Catholic Church re-
cords include the 1869 marriage of Mathilda Taylor to Abra-
ham Beasley and also reveal MathildaÕs Òconditional bap-
tismÓ (the acceptance by the Catholic Church of the bap-
tism rite of a different Christian tradition) in the same year. 

Abraham and Mathilda Beasley lived in relative prosperity as free people of color at their home on Harris Street in 
Savannah until AbrahamÕs death in 1877, when Mathilda, a childless widow, inherited all of his property including five 
acres of land worth $300 and holdings on the Isle of Hope, Skidaway Island and inside the Savannah city limits.
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MOTHER MATHILDA BEASLEY, O. S. F.

Lemuel and Beatrice Campbell of the Mother Mathilda Beasley Society
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About 1885, Mathilda Beasley journeyed to York, Eng-
land to study to become a Poor Clare nun, a branch of the 
Franciscan sisters. Upon her return to Savannah she do-
nated her husbandÕs estate to the Sacred Heart Catholic 
Church for the purpose of establishing an orphanage for 
African-American girls, the St. Francis Home for Colored 
Orphans, the first facility of its kind in the United States. 
Originally located near the Sacred Heart Church, the or-
phanage started taking girls in 1887 and was moved in the 
late 1890s to East Broad Street, the site of the newly erected 
St. Benedict the Moor Parish.

In 1889, Sister Mathilda founded the first group of 
black nuns in Georgia, which were of the 3rd order of St. 
Francis and she became known as ÒMother Mathilda.Ó Un-
der her direction, this small order ran the orphanage for 
several years until it dispersed. Mother Mathilda gained 
help from the Church for her orphanage and in 1899, took 
the habit of the Franciscans and continued working at the 
orphanage. 

In 1901, Mother Mathilda moved into a cottage at 1511 
Price Street that she was given by Sacred Heart Church in 
recognition of the donation of her husbandÕs estate. Al-
though dilapidated, this cottage still stands today and is in 
need of restoration.

During this time, the orphanage faced financial trou-
bles as well as arson attacks and Mother Mathilda did not 
hesitate to do whatever she could to keep the orphanage 
going, including fundraising and taking in sewing to sup-
port her cause. She operated the orphanage until her death 
on December 20, 1903, at the age of seventy-one (assuming 
her birth year to be 1832). Mother Matilda was found in her 
private chapel dressed in her nunÕs habit with her hands 
clasped and stretched towards a statue of the Blessed Vir-

gin. Apparently antici-
pating her own death, 
Mother Matilda had 
folded her burial 
garments and 
placed them 
near where she 
was praying, 
along with 
her last will 
and testa-
ment, which 
included her 
final wishes regarding the details of her funeral. 

Mother Beasley devoted herself to bettering the lives of 
others. In spite of great difficulties and personal sacrifices, 
she improved conditions for the African-American popula-
tion in Savannah. 

The Mother Matilda Beasley Society continues to advo-
cate for programs and awareness of African-American con-
tributions within the Roman Catholic Church. In the 1980s 
a recreational park on East Broad Street was named the 
Mother Mathilda Beasley Park. In 1991, a State of Georgia 
Historic Marker was erected at Sacred Heart Church, 700 
Bull Street in Savannah, dedicated to ÒMother Mathilda 
Beasley, O. S. F., and GeorgiaÕs First Black NunÓ.

Mother Mathilda Beasley was named a ÒGeorgia 
Woman of AchievementÓ in March 2004 and also named the 
honoree of the 2005 Georgia Heritage Celebration by the 
Georgia Historical Society. 

She was truly a remarkable woman.
ÑPeter Paolucci

March 1, 2008 – 6:00 PM
 Savannah State University
 Alumni Glee Club Concert
 Sacred Heart Church, Savannah, GA
 
March 6, 2008 – 7:00 PM
 Serra Holy Hour
 St. Frances Cabrini Church

March 29, 2008 – 9:00 PM 
 Serra Club Meeting 
 St. James church 

May 2, 2008
  Ordination to the Transitional Diaconate
 Sacred Heart Church, Warner Robbins, GA
 
May 31, 2008
  Ordination to the Permanent Diaconate
 Cathedral of St John the Baptist 

June 7, 2008
   Ordination to the Priesthood
  Cathedral of St. John the Baptist

Mark Your Calendars
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Charleston 
Formation Effort 
Underway
By Peter Paolucci

Will Simon and his committee 
obtained the endorsement of Bishop 
Baker and the formation effort has been 
underway for some time. 

On Friday February 1, 2008, an 
informational meeting held at 
CharlestonÕs Cathedral Parish Center was 
attended by Dr. Pat DeJarnett, Vice 
President of Vocations for the USA 
Council, Joe Hasbrouck, District 
Governor, Peter Paolucci of the Serra 
Club of Savannah along with 23 
prospective members and several priests.

Pat showed the video, ÒThe Spirit of 
SerraÓ which reviewed the Mission of the 
Serra Club as being dedicated to 
ÒFostering and affirming vocations to the 
ministerial priesthood and vowed 
religious life as well as furthering the 
Catholicism of its members.Ó 

Joe Hasbrouck followed up with a 
strong testimony to the fact that Serra is 
deeply concerned with the spiritual 

growth of each of its members. ÒBeing in 
the Serra Club of Savannah, we have all 
learned so much more about our faith,Ó 
said Joe. ÒWhether it was due to our 
closer involvement with priests and 
seminarians, by attending Holy Hours 
which regularly included spiritual talks 
given by our chaplain or the educational 
programs presented by numerous 
speakers who spoke on a variety of 
diverse topics, all of us have learned 
more about our Catholic faith.Ó

Rev. Msgr. Joseph R. Roth, P.A. 
reflected on the vocation crisis in the 
church today and in particular the 
Diocese of Charleston. ÒThere are not 
enough priests to serve the growing 
number of faithful,Ó he said. ÒThe 
Diocese of Charleston is losing ground. 
More Catholics are moving into the 
diocese from the North. Today 4.5% of 
the population in South Carolina is 
Catholic and more are moving here every 

year. But there are only 10 seminarians 
studying to become priests to serve in 
the Diocese of Charleston. This year 
there will be no ordinations and none the 
following year too. We are losing 
ground,Ó he concluded.

Peter Paolucci emphasized that 
everyone is responsible for raising up 
priestly and religious vocations. ÒThe 
duty of fostering vocations falls on the 
whole Christian community. This is 
where the Serra Club comes in. We in 
Serra believe that priests, parents and 
parish communities all need to do their 
part to insure that there will be enough 
priests to serve the growing number of 
faithful.Ó he said.

ÒPope John Paul II called upon us to 
create a culture which encourages and 
supports vocations. We believe the 
existence of a Serra Club, acting as a 
vocation resource, can help parish 
communities establish a culture of 

During the past year, 
members of the Serra Club 
of Savannah have been 
advising a committee in 
Charleston, SC, on the 
formation of a Serra Club in 
that diocese.

Continued �î  
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vocations in their midst.Ó Peter 
continued.

The Serra Club of Savannah, 
formed six years ago, is today made 
up of 35 members from several 
Savannah churches. As the lay 
vocation arm of the church, the heart 

of SerraÕs 
work is to 
promote 
prayer for 
priests 
and 
religious. 
At our 
Formation 
Reception, 
our 
Bishop 
Boland 
told us, ÒI 
believe 

that prayer is the key to gaining more 
vocations here in Savannah. And 
having a Serra Club active in the 
diocese should certainly help with the 
effort to promote vocations here.Ó 

Early on, the Serra Club of 
Savannah decided that we should try 
to help create a prayerful 
environment conducive to stimulating 
more vocations in the Diocese of 
Savannah. Our initial project was to 

put an adhesive backed Prayer for 
Vocations in the back of all the 
hymnals in the churches of the 
Savannah Deanery and now most 
parishes in Savannah, say this special 
prayer for more vocations at every 
Mass. 

It also began holding a monthly 
Holy Hour for Vocations to ask Jesus, 
present in the Holy Eucharist, to bless 
our diocese with many priestly and 
religious vocations and through the 
recitation of the 
Holy Rosary 
invoking the 
Blessed Mother's 
aid in asking the 
Lord of the harvest 
to send more 
priestly and 
religious vocations 
for His Church.

Joe presented 
a statue of Blessed 
Junipero Serra on 
behalf of the Serra 
Club of Savannah to 
encourage the formation effort.

After the meeting Will Simon 
commented, ÒI am more optimistic 
than ever! There were 16 who filled 
out the "Yes" Cards.!Plus!we have 4 
already on our team and about 8 who 

want to be involved but could not 
attend the meeting. That's 28 

members!in our Serra in 
Formation!Club. Now we will 
organize and build up our 
membership.Ó

Will Simon, Serra Club Forma-
tion Chairman

 Msgr. Joseph Roth

 Msgr Joseph Roth, Will Simon, Joe Hasbrouck

Vocations Event  
Sunday, April 20, 2:30 p.m. through dinner following the 5:30 p.m. Mass at St. Francis 
Xavier Parish in Brunswick.  Sr. Charlene Diorka, SSJ, will be the main presenter.  Other 
presentations will be given by Fr. Martino Nguyen of St. Frances Cabrini Parish in Sa-
vannah, and by Sr. Donna Loeper, SSJ.  Sr.Charlene is 
Associate Director of the National Religious Vocation 
Conference in Chicago, IL. 

This event is for 7th grade through high school stu-
dents, their parents and interested adults.  Register 
through your parish if your parish is sending a 
group.  Or contact Marie Schoettle: 

<schoettl@darientel.net> or  912.437.6799.

Published by
The Serra Club of Savannah

Supporting Vocations in the Diocese
of Savannah

ÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐÐ
President: Suzanne Aviles

VP Communications: Peter Paolucci
Newsletter Editor: Walt Kessel

912.354.9493
<waltkessel@comcast.net>

mailto:schoettl@darientel.net
mailto:schoettl@darientel.net
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Archbishop Justin Rigali of St. Louis, 
Missouri has said, ÒPerpetual adoration of 
the Blessed Sacrament has been inaugu-
rated in one of our parishes. Particularly 
encouraging was the spirit of collabora-
tion which has characterized this initiative 
which includes more than 600 people 
from six parishes, all of whom have com-
mitted themselves to one hour of prayer 
in the chapel each week. 

ÒThere are already a number of par-
ishes in the Archdiocese which have of-
fered the opportunity for perpetual ado-
ration of the Blessed Sacrament. GodÕs 
people have discovered anew that prayer 
before the Blessed Sacrament is a won-
derful opportunity for Ôpraying the Lord of 
the harvest to send laborers into his har-
vest.Õ For this reason I have asked that 
every parish participate.Ó

According to former Archbishop 
Donoghue, a key reason for the reversal 
in vocations in Atlanta is the practice of 
Eucharistic Adoration there. Perpetual 
Eucharistic Adoration is practiced in four 
of AtlantaÕs 110 parishes. Twenty others 
have adoration once weekly, and 30 more 
do it once a month. Archbishop 
Donoghue said he believes AtlantaÕs voca-
tions surge is directly connected to the 
reintroduction of the centuries-old devo-
tion. ÒI just think the Lord is blessing us in 
this way for adoring him in the Eucharist. 
I believe that we are doing so well in this 
regard because the Lord is thanking us in 
a way for this,Ó Archbishop Donoghue 
concluded.

And Stanley Joseph Ott, Bishop of 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana writes that he was 
given the inspiration to begin Perpetual 
Eucharistic Adoration over dinner with 
Bishops Flynn of Lafayette, Jacobs of Alex-

andria, and Speyrer of Lake Charles. In 
their dioceses priests were inviting Mis-
sionaries of the Blessed Sacrament to 
begin Perpetual Eucharistic Adoration in 
their parishes. Among the many blessings 
which encouraged Bishop Ott was that of 
vocations. 

When his Excellency, Bishop Ott, 
spoke to Mother Teresa of Calcutta, he 
asked her how she got so many women to 
join her religious order. She explained: 
ÒWe were just like other religious congre-
gations with few vocations. Then at our 
chapter in the 1970s we made a decision 
to have a holy hour in all our convents 
each evening. Many blessings resulted 
from this Holy Hour.Ó Mother Teresa con-
tinued, ÒWe began to see more clearly our 
mission to serve the poor in ChristÕs 
name. We began to live a more fruitful 
family life among ourselves. We experi-
enced double the number of vocations in 
our congregation. And we grew personally 
in our intimacy with the Lord present in 

the Eucharist. It was not until 1973, when 
we began our daily Holy Hour that our 
community started to grow and blos-
som...,Ó Mother Teresa said.

According to Rev. Stephen M. 
DiGiovanni, Rector of St. John Fisher 
Seminary in Stamford, Connecticut, the 
reason for beginning Perpetual Eucharis-
tic Adoration was to Òencourage young 
men of the community to find a vocation 
to the priesthood.Ó The enrollment at the 
seminary rose 50 percent within the first 
year that the chapel was founded. 

Bishop John Magee of Cloyne in Eire, 
Ireland reports that vocations to the 
priesthood in his diocese have tripled 
since he started Perpetual Eucharistic 
Adoration. In 1990 there were 16 semi-
narians and by 1993 the number had risen 
to 45. 

Allentown Bishop Thomas Welsh 
lauded St. JosephÕs PEA program for its 
large number of adorers. Msgr. Anthony 
Wassel of St. JosephÕs Parish in Mahanoy 
City, Pennsylvania believes that a late vo-
cation to the priesthood and a contempla-
tive order of nuns are the result of Per-
petual Eucharistic Adoration in his parish. 
He says, Òthe power is in the Eucharist.Ó 

Bishop Seamus Hegarty of Derry, 
Ireland says that when he was Bishop of 
Raphoe, there were 20 vocations in 1990, 
and 19 came from parishes that had Per-
petual Eucharistic Adoration. He believes 
that PEA is the greatest contribution he 
made as Bishop. 

ÒPerpetual Adoration of the Blessed 
Sacrament is the solution to our problems 
of declining vocations,Ó Ricardo J. Cardi-
nal Vidal, Archbishop of Cebu, Philippines 
said. 

Perpetual Eucharistic Adoration
INCREASES VOCATIONS

Bishops testify t o t he clear relationship between Euchar istic devotion 
and an incr ease of vocations t o t he priest hood and religious lif e. 


