Church Influence on Community

Life in Highbridge

Y KATE FEIGHERY

n New York City during the twentieth

century, the Catholic church was often

the heart of an Irish neighborhood.
However, the physical building of parishes was
no longer the sole goal; churches were increas-
ing their sphere of influence into people’s
personal lives—positioning themselves at the
center of not just religious life, but also social,
recreational, and educational lives as well.!
Beginning in the 1920s, the Irish parish entered

by one singular institution gave the church an
enormous amount of power and influence over
the lives of its parishioners, but in return the
Irish and Irish-American parishoners received
vital assistance on assimilating to a new life in a
new country.

THE BUILDING OF SACRED HEART
Sacred Heart in Highbridge was one of three new
Catholic parishes created in the Bronx in 1875,

a “golden age”—no
longer just a church,
the parish was fully
realized as the vital
social institution of
the neighborhood.” In
addition to celebra-
tions centered around
religious holidays, holy
days, weddings, com-
munions, and confir-
mations, the church
also organized dances, picnics, bazaars, sporting
events, and plays.? Parishes established networks
designed to, as one priest put it, “meet every
need of the parishioner and to deal with every
condition.” The experience of the parishioners
of Sacred Heart Church, in the Highbridge sec-
tion of the Bronx, in the twentieth century is a
perfect example of this merging of religious and
social life. Between the church, school, rectory,
and other buildings, Sacred Heart took up one
square city block, and was the go-to place for
much of the parish’s social and community, as
well as religious, life.’ The peal of the church
bells, which could be heard throughout the
neighborhood, and the site of the steeple cross
provided Highbridge’s Irish residents with a
constant reminder of the presence of the church
in their lives. The fact that parishioners had
both their social and their religious needs met

and for almost the
entire first century of
its existence, the par-
ish had a strong Irish
presence.® When first
founded by Reverend
James A. Mullen, the
parish did not have an
actual church build-
ing to call home.
Instead, masses were
held in Daly’s Hall, on
the corner of 165th Street and Summit Avenue.
Soon, however, the parish was able to raise money
for their own church building, and Mullen pur-
chased a wooden chapel that had belonged to St.
Rose of Lima in Manhattan, disassembled it, and
moved it to Highbridge, where it was dedicated
by Cardinal McCloskey on October 21, 1877.7
At this time, the Bronx was still mostly rural, as
seen by the undeveloped land of trees and dirt
hills that surrounded the church.

Like many Catholic parishes throughout
New York City at the time, Sacred Heart was
made up of mostly first- and second-generation
immigrants, the majority of whom were of
Irish descent. Most of the parishioners, as well
as the rest of the neighborhood residents, were
working-class, and the rapid expansion that
Sacred Heart was able to undertake speaks to the

dedication the parishioners felt to their church.

Tlustration:

An artist’s rendering of
the first Sacred Heart
church building in
Highbridge. The build-
ing was originally locat-
ed in St. Rose of Lima
parish in Manhattan.
It was disassembled
and re-constructed in
Highbridge to serve the
growing population in
the 1870s. Courtesy

of Bronx Catholic.
Blogspot.com.
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schedule of Masses on Sunday as follows; in the
Church: 6,7, 8,9, 10, 11, 12 and 12:45; in the
Auditorium: 8, 9, and 12:15 and in the Chapel
(St. Eugene’s) 7, 8, 9,10, 11, 12 and 12:45 for a
total of 18 masses™ The Parish Monthly in May
of 1952 included a special section titled “Miss
Mass,” which reminded parents that “there is a
very strict obligation binding in conscience...to
make sure that the vacation will be spent in the
vicinity of a Catholic Church.... A little more
thought and better planning would be more
pleasing to God.”” This omniscient role of the
religious members of the community was not
uncommon in Catholic parishes at the time.
According to Robert Cross, priests were not as
concerned with being “innovators in theological
speculation” as they were with “being available to
the immigrants, in bad times as well as good.”*®
As the ties between the parishioners and
their parish grew, people began to privilege
religious territory over geography, identify-
ing with the parish rather than the neighbor-
hood. Margaret Ginty, a Highbridge resident,
remembers that when she first met new people,
and they asked where she was from, she would
always say “Sacred Heart,” not Highbridge.”
The church defined, for many, their identity. Pat
Lorello, when reflecting on her family’s several
residence changes when she was young, remem-
bers that, no matter where they moved, “Of
course, we had to stay in the parish, because back
then, no one changed parishes on purpose.”®

The parish became personal—friends and fam-

ily were there, entertainment was there, and
most major events of the life cycle, from birth to
death, were associated with it. Margaret Ginty
remembers Sacred Heart as a major part of her
life growing up in the 1940s and 50s. If she or
her brothers or sisters misbehaved, her mother
would threaten to “send them to public school.”
This was the ultimate threat because attending
public school would cut the kids off from more
than just education—it would also cut them off
from the social events of the neighborhood.
The priests played important roles in facilitating
the connections between the people and their
parish.*?

THE CHURCH AND THE “AMERICANIZATION”
OF IMMIGRANTS

While all of this interconnectivity between the
parishioners and the religious of the parish might,
in retrospect, be hard to understand, it actually
served an important function for Highbridge’s
immigrant, working-class residents. The local,
urban, ethnic parish church played an important
role in “Americanizing” immigrants and their
children. For many of the first- and second-
generations, the urban church served as a stop-
ping point on the way to middle-class suburbia,
sometimes for just a few years, other times for

a few generations. As Thomas Shelley points
out, although Catholic immigrants “were eager
to assimilate into American society, grateful to

enjoy the liberty and economic opportunity often
denied them in their homeland,” the Catholic

Photo:

Priests in Sacred Heart
played a crucial role in
sustaining connections
between parishioners
and their church.
Beginning in 1934,
Monsignor William
Humphrey (center, bot-
tom row) was an impor-
tant figure in expanding
parish resources to meet
parishioners’ needs.
Courtesy of Kate
Feighery.
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Traditional Irish danc-

ing at Sacred Heart,
with appropriate
costume, reflected the
influence of Irish cul-
ture in the Highbridge
parish well into the

twentieth century.
Courtesy of

Kate Feighery.

Church “enabled them to assimilate to some

degree on their own terms, without sacrific-
ing either their religious faith or their ethnic
heritage.”* Humphrey, like some other urban
parish priests at the time, believed this was his
way of assisting his Irish parishioners along the
road to assimilation.” By ensuring that they did
not engage in activities that would hinder, rather
than help, their progress toward Americanization
and the middle-class, Humphrey was highlight-
ing positive images of the Irish.* In the parish,
through formal interaction with church institu-
tions, as well as informal interactions with fellow
parishioners, the teachers in the school, and the
parish priest, the immigrants could learn how
to exchange their old country ways for ones that
were more acceptable to life in America.® As
Highbridge native Jim Flanigan recalls, the parish
“school took their children, corrected the Irish
brogues they brought from home, and taught
them of a new country and a wider world.”¥
Looking back on this interconnectiv-
ity between the parish and its parishioners
may seem odd to us today, but the impor-
tant role that the church played in the lives
of Highbridge’s Catholic residents cannot be
understated. For many working-class Irish
immigrants, the church was the bedrock on
which to build their new lives in America, and it
offered them something that was connected to
both their lives back home in Ireland and their
new lives in America. The experiences of Irish
immigrants in neighborhoods like Highbridge
allowed these people to create new lives for
themselves on their own terms, surrounded by
people that were welcoming and familiar. They
took ownership of the process of becoming
an “Irish-American,” and were proud of what
they achieved through vibrant social commu-
nities that maintained familial and religious
connections. The power of nostalgia for the

life they formed in such urban neighborhoods
is ensuring that that Irish presence remains a

vital part of the historical memory of modern
New York City.
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