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Do you know your parish’s “family tree?” Did you 

ever wonder who planted the heritage of faith that 

your parish community continues to cultivate 

today? Chances are it was a group of women or 

men who wore religious habits in the early years of 

our diocese. 

When Pope Francis opened this Year of 

Consecrated Life he invited the men and women religious to remember the past, 

embrace the future with hope and live the present in ways that wake up the world. 

Consecrated men and women in the Diocese of Pittsburgh have begun the journey of 

remembering, and we hope that others will join us in recovering that precious history. 

An important part of our early life in the diocese was our presence in the parish. It is 

likely that your parish — perhaps under a different name prior to a merger — has a 

direct tie to a religious congregation. That’s because the sisters, priests and brothers of 

many orders were the missionaries who brought the faith to immigrants who settled in 
our six counties. 

Over the course of the 19th century several councils of Baltimore mandated creation 

of parish schools, the presence of religious as teachers and nationality-based parishes 

for new immigrant groups, who came mostly from Europe. Religious men and women 

who spoke the language of the immigrants were crucial for ministry, so bishops 
invited them to meet the needs of the newly arrived families. 

In women’s congregations, job descriptions weren’t posted to ask if a sister was 

interested in a particular ministry. Rather, the sisters were sent to the parish and 

assigned to the classroom because of experience, education or some other reason. In 

one instance, a shorter sister seemed better suited for the first grade, while a taller one 

could keep the older children in good order. 

Over the years much changed, but the spirit of the congregation lives on. If the walls 

of our parishes could speak, they would tell amazing stories of outreach, pastoral care 

and many changes. St. Benedict the Moor Church stands where Bishop Michael 

O’Connor founded Holy Trinity Church in 1865 to serve German-speaking Catholics. 

The Benedictine fathers served there from 1870 to 1875, succeeded by the Carmelite 

Order of men. In 1877, the Sisters of Divine Providence agreed to staff the school, 

where 90 sisters and eight novices served until it closed in 1957. 



Sister Dorothy Pawlus, a Sister of the Holy Family of Nazareth who is parish life 

collaborator at St. Bartholomew Parish in Penn Hills, is building on the work that the 

Sisters of the Divine Redeemer did there from 1954 until 1991. As the baby boom 

filled Catholic classrooms to the bursting point, Bishop John Dearden asked the sisters 

to staff a new school there. Beginning with three grades and nine classrooms for the 

450 students, the enrollment reached 1,546 in eight grades and 26 classrooms by the 
1959-60 school year. Seven lay teachers joined 19 sisters on the teaching staff. 

Not everything went according to plan. 

“When the school first opened with so many children in primary grades, the sisters 

decided to make it easier for the children to remember who their sister-teacher was, as 

well as their bus number and trip,” said Sister Monica Kosztolnik, archivist for the 

Sisters of the Divine Redeemer. “The sisters pinned an animal figure on their habit so 

the children would know which classroom to go to. They also pinned on each child a 

color for the assigned bus for their travel between home and school. However, at 

recess time, the children exchanged these color-coded signs because they liked one 
color better than another. You can imagine the bedlam at dismissal time!” 

Those in consecrated life had other lasting influences in Pittsburgh. Is it a coincidence 

that a monastery of Poor Clare nuns once lived on “Nunnery Hill” where the WPXI-

TV studio now stands? Did they, with their holy foundress, St. Clare of Assisi, patron 

of television, bless that ground by their prayer and presence for future 

communication? 

Did men or women in consecrated life once walk where you now walk and pray? 

Consider looking up that history on your parish website, in its printed records or in the 

diocesan archives. Ask the most senior members of your parish what they remember 

about the religious who served there. Sometimes there are wonderful old pictures and 

other treasures that reveal lost history. As we are reminded by an ancestry website, 

“Take your timeline all the way back. Discover your story today.” It may be a graced 

moment! 

 Sister Geraldine, a member of the Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth, is diocesan 
delegate for religious. 

 


