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“Our Most Urgent Duty”

black parishes in Lake Charles, Opelousas, and
Crowley. He would go on to create 30 parishes
dedicated to ministry to African Americans during
the days of legalized segregation.
From the earliest days of the Diocese of Lafayette,
Bishop Jeanmard made ministry to African
Bishop Jules Jeanmard was particularly aware of
American Catholics a primary focus of his 37 years
the large number of black Catholics in the Diocese
as the Bishop of Lafayette. Once asked why he
who he felt were not receiving adequate pastoral
devoted so much time and effort towards black
care. Like Archbishops before him, Jeanmard
Catholics, he responded: “The reason of my interrecognized that
est is that which
black Catholics
should animate
were not allowed
every priest and
equal participation
Bishop, namely,
within the liturgithat these souls
cal or spiritual life
are redeemed by
of the parish. At
Jesus Christ, and
the time, Africanthat,
therefore,
Americans were
they have equal
relegated to infeclaim on our interrior seating in the
est and care.”
Church and were
In the midst of a
made to wait
Jim Crow envito receive comronment, Bishop
munion until after In 1934, four Divine Word Missionaries (SVD), Rev. Anthony Bourges, Rev.
Jeanmard
saw
Maurice
Rousseve,
Rev.
Francis
Wade
and
Rev.
Vincent
Smith
werewelwhite parishioners
the need to hold
comed by Bishop Jules Jeanmard as the first African American Priests to
had
received. serve in the Diocese of Lafayette.
up
the
basic
Black parishionChristian principle of the dignity of all people,
ers were also barred from joining most parish
regardless of the color of their skin. He took up the
organizations and groups. Jeanmard sought to
urgent task of keeping to the faith the large numcreate new church parishes for African Ameribers of black Catholics in the Diocese. In 1928,
cans as a way to allow them to no longer be
over 50% of all African American Catholics in the
treated as second-class Catholics. In his first
United States lived in Louisiana. Jeanmard estithree years as Bishop of Lafayette, he created
mated that the Diocese had between 50,000 and

Ministry to
Black Catholics
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was ordained as an auxiliary bishop in New Orle60,000 black Catholics in the 1930s.
ans. To date, there have been five other Black
In 1934, Bishop Jeanmard became the first
Bishops who were born and raised in
bishop in the US South to accept
the Diocese of Lafayette.
black priests into parish ministry. At
Bishop Jeanmard stood strong
the time, there were only two African
against the racism of his day. In
American priests in the entire country.
1955, tensions broke out in Erath
Four new black priests were to be
after the priest decided to teach
ordained in 1934. They were memcatechism with black and white
bers of the Society of the Divine Word
students sitting side-by-side rather
(SVD). Knowing the project would be
than segregated. There was an
delicate because of rampant racism,
outcry from many white parishioners,
Jeanmard worked carefully to create
and threats were made against the
a new parish in Lafayette for these
Bishop Jules B. Jeanmard
priest and any catechists who were
four men to serve. Immaculate Heart
willing to teach with him. One of those catechists
of Mary was established and these four priests
was physically assaulted by two women as she
became the first African American priests to sucwas on her way to the Church. Bishop Jeanmard
cessfully serve in parish ministry in the United
acted swiftly and issued the Church’s severest penStates. By 1941, there were ten black priests with
alty. The decree of excommunication was read the
the SVDs in the United States. Nine of them were
following Sunday, excommunicating those women
serving in the Diocese of Lafayette, and Bishop
involved in the assault. Within the week, the
Jeanmard was still the only southern bishop willing
women involved sought forgiveness and the
to receive black priests into parish ministry. In
excommunication was soon lifted. The incident
1952, Bishop Jeanmard became the first southern
made national news.
bishop to ordain an African American to the diocJeanmard’s actions would set the Diocese
esan priesthood when he ordained Fr. Louis
of Lafayette on a course of ministry which has born
LeDoux of Lake Charles.
great fruit. Still today, the Diocese of Lafayette
The Diocese of Lafayette has become a
takes pride in having the largest percentage of
seedbed of African American Bishops. The first
black Catholics in the country. And from 1918 to
African American Bishop of the modern era was
today, the contribution of African American CathoBishop Harold Perry, a native of Lake Charles.
lics has had an immense impact on the faith and
Ordained a priest in 1944, his first years of service
the history of the Diocese of Lafayette.
were spent in Lafayette at Immaculate Heart of
Mary. Later, he would become the founding pastor
of St. Joseph Church in Broussard. In 1965, he

