American Saint Series

Augustus Tolton Religious Activity

Venerable Father Augustus Tolton was deeply religious even as a
child and sought to teach others about the Catholic faith. Because he
was Black and born enslaved, he faced tremendous obstacles due to
racism when pursuing a calling to the priesthood. Unable to find a
seminary in the United States that would accept him because he was
Black, he attended seminary in Rome, was ordained and returned to
America. Father Tolton was the first publicly recognized priest of
African heritage to serve in the United States. Throughout his life and
during his ministry, Augustus Tolton faced racism, hatred and smali-
mindedness with dignity and unwavering devotion to God. He is a
model for how we can all work to address injustice and overcome
difficult circumstances in our lives with grace.

The Augustus Tolton activity is part of the American Saint Series. This series honors men and women who led
heroic lives of faith that have greatly influenced American Catholics. Most of these men and women lived and
worked in North America in what is now the United States. Some others never set foot in America. All of them
sought to follow Jesus. The goal of each activity in this series is to help young people learn more about these
outstanding Catholics so that young people might relate to what they have done and look to them as role models.

How to Participate in This Activity:

All: Read about Augustus Tolton. You can find information to complete the requirements below at
https://tolton.archchicago.org/about/biography, https://dio.org/tolton/ and https://adams-
ilgw.genealogyvillage.com/letters/they-called-him-father-gus.html.Feel free to use other resources.

First — Fifth Grade Students: Complete four requirements and two activities OR with your family or Scouting
Unit, visit an Augustus Tolton informational or memorial site, such as Father Tolton’s grave in Quincy, lllinois or
the Tolton Spirituality Center in Chicago.

Sixth — Twelfth Grade Students: Complete five requirements and three activities OR with your family or
Scouting Unit, visit an Augustus Tolton informational or memorial site.

Anyone who completes the necessary requirements and activities may receive a patch. Patches may be
ordered online at https://nccsshop.org/product/fr-augustus-tolton/.

Requirements:

1) Father Tolton is the first publicly recognized priest of African heritage to serve in the United States.
When and where was he born and baptized? When and where did he serve as a priest?

2) Why did Tolton leave the farm where he was born and move to Quincy, lllinois?

3) What challenges did Father Tolton face in his ministry? How did he respond to these challenges?

4) What prominent American Catholic, who was later canonized, supported Father Tolton’s ministry
and why did this person support his ministry?

5) When and where did Father Tolton die? What was the cause of his death?

6) In 2010, Cardinal Francis George of the Archdiocese of Chicago announced the Augustus Tolton
cause for canonization. In 2019, Pope Francis declared that Father Augustus Tolton lived a life of
heroic virtue, granting him the title, “The Venerable Father Augustus Tolton”. What is the Catholic
Church’s process for how a person is declared a saint?
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Activities:

1) Father Tolton was known for expressing deep devotion during prayer. Pray the Rosary by slowly
reciting the mysteries and each prayer, thinking about what they mean.

2) Visit a seminary or religious community and learn more about how to respond to God’s call for your
life. Or meet with a vocations director to learn more about discernment.

3) Modeling Father Tolton’s disposition of tirelessly serving others, try to respond positively when a
parent/guardian asks you to help with chores or other responsibilities.

4) Father Tolton had to overcome many unjust obstacles to be able to be ordained a priest. Compose
a prayer asking for God’s grace to be able to recognize unjust obstacles and understand how to
overcome these obstacles in a Christian manner.

5) For one week in your personal daily prayers, ask for Father Tolton’s intercession for people who are
mistreated due to racial prejudice.

Requirements for Adults:

1) Assist young people in learning about Father Tolton through this American Saint Religious Activity.

2) Share your thoughts about Father Tolton with young people.

3) Review the responses to the requirements by young people to confirm their accuracy and to help
ensure young people understand the important lessons we can all learn from Father Tolton.

4) If young people are to receive a patch for completing the activity, purchase the patch from the
NCCS online store: https://nccsshop.org/product/fr-augustus-tolton/.

Answers to Requirements:

1) Augustus Tolton was born on April 1, 1854, in Brush Creek, Missouri. He was baptized at the
Church of St. Peter in Brush Creek on May 29, 1854. He served as pastor of St. Joseph in Quincy,
lllinois starting in July of 1886. In 1889, he was transferred to Chicago, where he served a Black
parish without a Church. He worked tirelessly to build the Church of St. Monica, raising money by
speaking throughout the country and seeking donations from Katharine Drexel and others.

2) Augustus Tolton was born enslaved on a farm near Hannibal, Missouri. His father had enlisted in
the Union Army and his mother fled with Augustus and his siblings to avoid slave traders in 1863,
settling in Quincy in the free state of lllinois.

3) Father Tolton faced racial prejudice and poverty. He responded to those challenges with dignity and
grace, ingenuity, authentic service to others, deep faith and perseverance.

4) Katharine Drexel supported Father Tolton’s ministry, donating money to help him establish the
Church of St. Monica. She was dedicated to using her inheritance to serve the Church, in particular
Catholic ministry for Black and Indigenous Americans. Drexel was canonized in 2000.

5) Father Tolton died on July 9, 1897, due to heat stroke while serving in Chicago.
6) There are several steps on the path to sainthood and these steps can take many years to complete.

First, the local Bishop requests that the Holy See open a cause for canonization. Then, there are
four major steps to sainthood all led by the Holy See: first, a person becomes recognized as a
“Servant of God”, then becomes "Venerable," then "Blessed" and then "Saint." Venerable is the title
given to a deceased person recognized formally by the pope as having lived a heroically virtuous
life, such as Father Tolton, or having been a martyr. Then, to be beatified and recognized as
Blessed, one miracle acquired through the candidate's intercession is required. Then, canonization
requires a second miracle. The pope may waive these requirements.
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