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As the United States celebrates 250 
years of independence, Americans 
across the country are reflecting on 
the people, institutions, and ideals 
that helped shape our nation. Amid 
the parades, commemorations, 
and festivities surrounding this 
historic anniversary, the Missouri 
Catholic Conference wishes to 
highlight one often overlooked part 
of the American story: the enduring 
contributions of the Catholic Church 
and of generations of Catholics 
who helped build, educate, heal, 
and serve this country from its very 
origins.

Some elements of that history are 
familiar. Many Americans know that 
Charles Carroll of Carrollton was the 
only Catholic signer of the Declaration 
of Independence or that Pope Leo 
XIV is an American born in Chicago. 
Yet the Catholic contribution to our 
country runs deeper than many 
realize. For instance, the oldest 
continuously inhabited European 
settlement in what is now the United 

States, St. Augustine, Florida, was founded by 
Spanish Catholics in 1565. The first institution of 
higher learning established in the young republic 
after independence was Georgetown University, 
founded by Jesuits in 1789. In our own state, Saint 
Louis University, another Jesuit institution, became 
the first university west of the Mississippi River in 
1818. Across the centuries, Catholic priests, sisters, 
immigrants, educators, scientists, soldiers, and 
public servants have helped shape the nation’s 
intellectual, cultural, and civic life in countless ways.

With this in mind, this issue of Messenger seeks 
to honor some of the many contributions Catholic 
institutions have made to the United States 
throughout its history. As we celebrate our nation’s 
anniversary, we also give thanks for the Catholics 
whose faith, sacrifice, and service helped build the 
America we know today.

Catholic Education

The first Catholic school was opened in 1606 by 
Spanish Franciscan friars in St. Augustine, Florida. 
The school was created to teach literacy and 
Christian doctrine to Timucua Native Americans 
and the children of Spanish soldiers. Friars had 
to translate lessons into the native Timucua 
language. Father Francisco Pareja published the 
first indigenous-language grammar books and 
catechisms.

“Precisely at the epoch when the American colonies, having, with Catholic aid, achieved 
liberty and independence, coalesced into a constitutional Republic the ecclesiastical 
hierarchy was happily established amongst you; 
and at the very time when the popular suffrage 
placed the great Washington at the helm of the 
Republic, the first bishop (Bishop John Carroll) 
was set by apostolic authority over the American 
Church. The well-known friendship and familiar 
intercourse which subsisted between these 
two men seems to be an evidence that the 
United States ought to be conjoined in concord 
and amity with the Catholic Church. And not 
without cause; for without morality the State 
cannot endure-a truth which that illustrious 
citizen of yours, whom We have just mentioned, 
with a keenness of insight worthy of his genius 
and statesmanship perceived and proclaimed. 
But the best and strongest support of morality 
is religion. She, by her very nature, guards 
and defends all the principles on which duties are founded, and setting before us the 
motives most powerful to influence us, commands us to live virtuously and forbids us to 
transgress.” 

-Pope Leo XIII, Longinqua (1895), n. 4
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Attempts to open Catholic schools farther 
north were met with strict British penal laws 
that banned Catholic education. Maryland 
was founded in 1634 as a haven for 
Catholics. However, the English government 
overthrew the colony’s Catholic leadership 
in 1689. New laws barred Catholics from 
voting, holding office, or practicing their 
faith publicly. Teaching Catholic doctrine was 
strictly illegal. Convicted tutors could face 
lifelong imprisonment, and Catholic parents 
faced heavy fines for sending children 
abroad to Catholic schools.

As a result, Jesuit priests operated a 
network of secret schools from their private 
plantations and manors. The first “school” 
was Newtown Manor (1640s–1670s), located 
in St. Mary’s County. It operated covertly as 
a private plantation house to evade anti-
Catholic restrictions.

Bohemia Manor (1744) was the most 
famous and successful secret school, located 
in remote Cecil County, Maryland. To the 
outside world, Bohemia Manor looked like a 
standard, working tobacco plantation. It was 
situated near the borders of Pennsylvania and 
Delaware, allowing students and priests a quick 
escape route if authorities raided the property. 
Because of its academic rigor, prominent Catholic 
families smuggled their children there. John 
Carroll (the first Catholic Bishop in the U.S. and 
founder of Georgetown University) and his 
cousin Charles Carroll (the only Catholic signer of 
the Declaration of Independence) both received 
their early education in secret at Bohemia Manor. 

The second publicly accepted Catholic school 
to open was Ursuline Academy in 1727 in New 
Orleans. In 1726, French colonial officials and 

a Jesuit missionary grew concerned by the 
lawlessness and lack of morality in the newly 
founded settlement. They formally requested 
help from the Sisters of the Order of St. 
Ursula (Ursulines) in France—a religious order 
renowned across Europe for their intellect 
and dedication to educating women. Eleven 
fully professed nuns and two young postulants 
stepped forward to volunteer for the dangerous 
crossing. The original three-month Atlantic 
crossing took five months due to encounters 
with Atlantic pirates and running aground on 
Caribbean reefs. The Ursulines arrived in New 
Orleans on August 7, 1727, and the Academy 
opened a few weeks later. It was revolutionary 
for providing the first classes for Native 

Americans, enslaved African-American women, 
and free women of color. It was also the first 
free day school for impoverished white children 
who could not afford an education.

The Catholic Church continued to have an impact 
on education in America. In 1810, St. Elizabeth 
Ann Seton opened St. Joseph Free School, in 
Emmitsburg, Maryland. It became the prototype 
for the American parochial school system by 
educating poor and immigrant children for free. 
Mother Mary Lange and the Oblate Sisters of 
Providence founded St. Frances Academy in 
Baltimore in 1828, pioneering Catholic education 
for children of color.

At Bishop DuBourg’s invitation, St. Rose 
Philippine Duchesne and four companions 
crossed the frontier in 1818 to found schools 
in St. Charles (then a village NW of St. Louis). 
There, they opened a boarding school for 
wealthy settler girls and, most notably, the 
first free school west of the Mississippi for 
poorer children – a revolutionary act at a time 
when public education was nearly nonexistent. 

Duchesne’s convent and schools (later moved 
to Florissant) struggled financially, but her 
unwavering charity earned her the admiration 
of the local community and Native Americans. In 
1841, she even fulfilled her dream to live among 
Native peoples, ministering briefly to Potawatomi 
families in Kansas. Duchesne died in St. Charles in 
1852 and was later canonized as a saint.

The rapid expansion of the Catholic school 
system in the 19th century was heavily driven 
by the need to protect immigrant children from 
forced Protestant assimilation. Irish and German 
Catholic immigrants faced intense hostility in 
common (public) schools, which mandated 
reading the Protestant King James Bible. 

American bishops formally urged every Catholic 
parish in the country to establish its own school. 
In 1884, the Third Plenary Council of Baltimore 
issued a definitive decree requiring every parish 
to build a school within two years. Known as 
The Baltimore Mandate, this catalyzed a massive 
wave of grassroots building, staffed primarily by 
religious sisters.

With the advent of parochial and private 
schooling, hostility towards Catholics seemed 
to reach a heightened level in Oregon. During 
the early 1920s, the United States experienced 
a powerful surge of nativism—a political stance 
favoring established inhabitants over localized 
immigrant populations. Nativists feared that 
Catholic parochial schools were inherently “un-
American” because they answered to the Vatican 
rather than the U.S. government. They believed 
that forcing all children into a unified, state-run 

URSULINE ACADEMY

“In America, Christian faith has found 
expression in an impressive array 
of witnesses and achievements. 
We must recall with gratitude the 
inspiring work of education carried 
out in countless families, schools and 
universities, and all the healing and 
consolation imparted in hospitals and 
hospices and shelters. We must give 
thanks for the practical living out of 
God’s call in devoted service to others, in commitment to 
social justice, in responsible involvement in political life, 
in a wide variety of charitable and social organizations, 
and in the growth of ecumenical and interreligious 
understanding and cooperation. In a more global 
context, we should thank God for the great generosity 
of American Catholics whose support of the foreign 
missions has greatly contributed to the spiritual and 
material well-being of their brothers and sisters in other 
lands.” 
-Pope John Paul II, Homily in Orioles Park at Camden 
Yard, Baltimore (October 8, 1995)
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public school system was the only way to forcibly 
assimilate immigrant children into “standard 
American” (and explicitly Protestant) values. 

The Oregon Compulsory Education Act of 1922, 
a statewide voter initiative designed to eliminate 
private and parochial education by forcing all 
children to attend public schools, passed by 
a narrow 53% margin. The Sisters of the Holy 
Names of Jesus and Mary, who operated a 
network of Catholic academies and orphanages, 
argued that the law violated parents’ rights 
to choose their children’s religious and moral 
upbringing. A non-sectarian, private military 
school (Hill Military Academy) joined the suit, 
arguing that the state was unconstitutionally 
destroying its business and depriving them of 
property without due process.

The combined cases ascended to the U.S. 
Supreme Court, which ruled unanimously in June 
1925 that the Oregon law was unconstitutional 
under the 14th Amendment. In the famous 
majority opinion, the court declared that “the 
child is not the mere creature of the State”.

Catholics and Healthcare

According to Catholic Healthcare Delivery in 
America - Noble Origins to the Modern Era: “The 
history of Catholic healthcare in the United States 
is primarily a story of pioneering women religious 
(nuns) who arrived from Europe to establish 
medical care in rapidly growing cities and remote 
frontier territories. Built on a mission to treat the 
poor regardless of religion or race, these early 
institutions eventually evolved into the largest 
group of nonprofit healthcare providers in the 
nation.”

Because the vast majority of the original 
13 American colonies were predominantly 
Protestant and legally restricted Catholic public 
ministry, early Catholic medical care began within 
the French- and Spanish-controlled territories of 
the North American continent. The cornerstone 
of pre-1800 American Catholic healthcare was 
laid in French Louisiana.

The Ursuline sisters in New Orleans managed 
the Royal Military Hospital, nursing sick soldiers 
and treating malaria and yellow fever outbreaks. 
One of their own, Sister Francis Xavier, became 
recorded as the first female pharmacist. In 
1736, Charity Hospital was funded by a legacy 
gift from a French sailor named Jean Louis. The 
hospital was established to serve the indigent, 
enslaved individuals, and victims of yellow fever. 
The Ursuline nuns provided the nursing care, 
making it the first permanent Catholic healthcare 
institution in the territory. 

In 1823, five sisters from the Sisters of Charity 

began staffing the first university-affiliated 
infirmary in the country at the University of 
Maryland. In 1828, four members of the Sisters 
of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul left Maryland to 
open a log-cabin infirmary in St. Louis, Missouri. 
The Mullanphy Hospital eventually became the 
first Catholic hospital and medical facility of any 
kind west of the Mississippi.

During the American Civil War, Catholic sisters 
made up roughly 20% of all military nurses. 
More than 600 Catholic sisters from 21 different 
religious orders mobilized to serve as frontline 
nurses, accounting for roughly one-fifth of all 
nuns in the United States. They treated both 
Union and Confederate soldiers indiscriminately, 
becoming the only organized, institutionally 
trained group of female healthcare providers 
available at the start of the conflict. 

In 1861, Sisters of the Holy Cross responded to 
an urgent request from the Union army. They 
reported directly to General Ulysses S. Grant in 
Cairo, Illinois, eventually transforming a multi-
story warehouse into Mound City Civil War Naval 
Hospital. While military headquarters and initial 
processing camps were located in Cairo proper, 
the Union army quickly realized Cairo’s low-
lying, swampy terrain was a breeding ground 
for disease. To combat this, they established 
the major regional hospital just six miles upriver 
in Mound City. The sisters treated more than 
14,000 Union and Confederate soldiers alike with 
equal devotion. 

The Daughters of Charity staffed Satterlee 
Hospital in Philadelphia. Satterlee became the 
largest military hospital of the war, where the 
sisters meticulously cared for more than 50,000 
wounded Union soldiers.

The Sisters of Mercy utilized their established 

network of antebellum community hospitals to 
treat mass casualties, serving on both hospital 
transport boats and permanent military bases.

Sister Anthony O’Connell, a Sister of Charity, 
gained legendary status 
for her fearless service 
amidst the blood and 
carnage of the Battle 
of Shiloh, which left 
over 24,000 casualties. 
Sr. Anthony, known 
as “The Angel of the 
Battlefield”, wrote of 
her experience: “At 
Shiloh we ministered to 
the men on board what 
were popularly known as the floating hospitals. 
We were often obliged to move farther up the 
river, being unable to bear the terrific stench 
from the bodies of the dead on the battlefield. 
This was bad enough, but what we endured 
on the field of battle while gathering up the 
wounded is simply beyond description.”  

After the war, Sr. Anthony established Good 
Samaritan Hospital in 1866 in Cincinnati. Under 
her leadership, the hospital became a pioneer 
in nursing education and patient care. She 
introduced sanitation protocols, structured 
nurse training, and compassionate treatment—
practices that set new standards in American 
medicine. 

The sisters’ strict neutrality and profound 
dedication earned them rare, universal respect. 
They were frequently granted unique military 
clearance to cross battle lines freely to treat the 
dying. Witnessing the sisters risk their lives for no 
pay shocked Protestant soldiers and commanders, 
rapidly dissolving anti-Catholic biases and paving 
the way for the secular nursing profession.
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In 1924, this wartime service was permanently 
institutionalized in Washington, D.C., with 
the unveiling of the Nuns of the Battlefield 
Monument, commemorating their peaceful 
medical mission.

Between 1884 and 1915, Catholic hospitals in the 
United States had nearly tripled from some 200 
to almost 600. An article from Catholic Health 
World points out that “In the early twentieth 
century, advances in medical knowledge—such 
as the role of germs in causing illness—and the 
development of new technologies—for example 
the pathology laboratory—combined to produce 
a demand for standardization in both medical 
education and health care. For the first time, 
objective criteria could be used to rate medical 
schools and hospitals.” 

As a result, the Catholic Hospital Association was 
founded in 1915 in Milwaukee, to standardize 
patient care and defend the rights of Catholic 
facilities amid rapid technological advancement.
In 1921, the first written set of medical-ethical 
norms was compiled for the Archdiocese of 
Detroit. By 1971, the U.S. bishops formally 
approved the universal Ethical and Religious 
Directives for Catholic Health Care Services 
(ERDs). These guidelines prohibit procedures 
such as abortion, sterilization, and euthanasia.

In the 1980s, as the number of vowed religious 
sisters sharply declined, leadership transitioned 
almost entirely to Catholic laity. In response to 
modern market pressures and managed-care 
dynamics, independent Catholic hospitals began 
merging into multi-billion-dollar corporate 
networks. Today, the Catholic health ministry 
encompasses more than 650 hospitals and 1,600 
long-term care facilities operating across all 50 
states per the Catholic Health Association of the 
United States. They play an essential role in the 
American healthcare safety net, with more than 
one-third of their facilities strategically located in 
rural or medically underserved communities. 
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On June 11, 2026, the U.S. Bishops consecrated 
the United States to the Sacred Heart of Jesus 
in celebration of the 250th anniversary of the 
country’s independence.

In his Reflection on the Consecration to the 
Sacred Heart, Archbishop Alexander K. Sample, 
Chairman of the Committee for Religious 
Liberty writes: “Devotion to the Sacred Heart 
has developed over the centuries following the 
experiences of St. Margaret Mary Alacoque and 
the apparitions she witnessed in the seventeenth 
century. Popes have lauded the practice of 
consecration of the self, home, and even whole 
nations to the Sacred Heart.”

Pope Leo XIII recognized the importance of 
Consecration to the Sacred Heart in his encyclical 
Annum sacrum delivered on May 25, 1899, which 
called for the consecration of the entire human 
race to the Sacred Heart of Jesus:

“Such an act of consecration, since it can 
establish or draw tighter the bonds which 
naturally connect public affairs with God, gives 
to States a hope of better things. In these latter 
times especially, a policy has been followed 
which has resulted in a sort of wall being raised 
between the Church and civil society. In the 
constitution and administration of States the 
authority of sacred and divine law is utterly 
disregarded, with a view to the exclusion of 
religion from having any constant part in public 
life. This policy almost tends to the removal of 
the Christian faith from our midst, and, if that 
were possible, of the banishment of God Himself 
from the earth. When men’s minds are raised 

to such a height of insolent pride, 
what wonder is it that the greater 
part of the human race should 
have fallen into such disquiet of 
mind and be buffeted by waves 
so rough that no one is suffered 
to be free from anxiety and peril? 
When religion is once discarded it 
follows of necessity that the surest 
foundations of the public welfare 
must give way, whilst God, to inflict 
on His enemies the punishment they 
so richly deserve, has left them the 
prey of their own evil desires, so 
that they give themselves up to their 
passions and finally wear themselves 
out by excess of liberty.” (Annum 
sacrum, no. 10)

Consecration Prayer of the United 
States to the Sacred Heart of Jesus:

O Most Sacred Heart of Jesus: 

You know the longings of our 
hearts, and you desire that we enjoy 

friendship with you. 

From your pierced side, you have poured out 
the wellspring of life, for which we thirst. 

Your heart burns with a love for all people to 
return to a right relationship with you. 

We celebrate the abundant gifts you have 
given this nation, founded on the self-evident 
truths that our Creator has endowed all people 
with the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness. 

We make reparation for the offenses against 
you and against human dignity that have taken 
place in this nation. 

May our hearts be united to yours, so that 
our families and communities enjoy peace 
and happiness; may broken relationships be 
reconciled, injustices repaired, and the wounds 
of our land be healed. 

May your holy Catholic Church serve as a sign, 
pointing all people to your infinite love. 

O Desire of Nations and Center of History, we 
ask you to bless these United States of America. 

Who live and reign with God the Father  

in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 

God, for ever and ever. 

Amen. 

Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, have mercy on us! 

Immaculate Heart of Mary, pray for us!


