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Frontier Preaching in the Kentucky Holy Lands

This is a humbling experience for a native Chicagoan to come to the Bluegrass state to reflect upon Frontier Preaching in the Kentucky Holy Lands – especially when there are so many scholars of this topic in the audience today!  It is a kin to going to the Vatican and speaking about the Papacy! You can image how  relieved I was when we met Sisters Angela and Beven Sansbury last night! Mary Ellen also told me not to worry since we will enjoy an in-depth study of the history of the premier sisters and friars when we travel to St. Rose’s and St. Catherine’s later this morning.

Teachers always hope that by the end of a class the students will remember something. We hope that they will learn or ponder about one new idea or event that will increase their knowledge and perhaps lead them to create new questions to pursue. That is my hope for this morning’s session. So I ask you to be prepared by the end of this presentation to share one idea, event or person that contributed to your knowledge or stirred your imagination to ask new questions. Perhaps learning about the Kentucky Holy Land will help you connect with and/or inspire and nourish our Dominican preaching and teaching today.    

My task this morning is to present a brief context, overview or rest of the story about this Kentucky frontier that our Dominican forebears experienced, encountered and embraced when they came in 1805. So the first question to ask is - why did Maryland born Edward Fenwick leave Carshalton, England, and the English Province to return to his native land? 

Sr. Loretta Petit in her engaging and scholarly work, Friar in the Wilderness explains: “Fenwick had been away from his homeland almost 20 years and a dream had matured in his mind… .”
  

Fenwick’s dream was threefold; he wanted to establish an American Province, a college for men and to bring cloistered Dominicans to the United States. This threefold vision eventually came into being but not exactly as planned.
 After some negotiations with the English Provincial, the Vicar General of the Order and the bishop of Baltimore, Fenwick’s dream began to unfold with one unexpected change. In 1805, two of Fenwick’s English brethren, Samuel Thomas Wilson and William Tuite traveled not to Maryland as Fenwick had hoped but to Kentucky. Fenwick would join Wilson and Tuite soon.  

Wilson and Tuite’s journey was arduous – they left southern Maryland and traveled over 700 miles in a horse drawn wagon. The terrain was extremely rough and after they crossed through the Cumberland Gap on the Western side of the Mountains, the horses bolted and both Wilson and Tuite suffered injury.
 They immediately realized that this was not a ride through the streets of London. 

When they arrived to their destination, they probably learned that   Kentucky had been a state for thirteen years – admitted into the Union in 1792, the 15th state of the young Republic of the United States of America. It was the first state west of the Allegany Mountains and it was known as the gateway to the West. Kentucky’s state motto captured the spirit of its pioneer people ---United We stand, divided we fall.
 They would know that “that peculiar institution” slavery existed in Kentucky just as it did in Maryland. They would not know that in the backwoods of Kentucky, a child was born named Abraham Lincoln nor would they know that Dominican friars at St. Thomas College would teach the future President of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis.

The first Dominicans undoubtedly would notice that the presence 
Kentucky’s first inhabitants Shawnee, Cherokee had faded from this landscape. This, as you all know, was due to the American insatiable hunger for land that devoured Indian peoples’ homes and pushed tribes ever westward. Nevertheless the state preserved the ancestral memory of its native peoples. Kentucky’s name stems from a Iroquoian word – Kentahten – its translation varies – some sources define it as prairie or meadow lands but the translation I prefer especially since the Dominican Leadership Conference is meeting here in the state of Kentucky is the translation for Kentahten – as Land of Tomorrow.
  Perhaps Fenwick and his companions sensed that Kentucky would become the Land of Tomorrow for Order of Preachers.

The first friars met Kentucky settlers of various religious traditions and cultures; they met Protestant and other Catholic missionaries, and like these first Dominican friars, they too believed that Kentucky promised new possibilities and hopes for the future. In many seen and unseen ways it would indeed become for all of them the Land of Tomorrow.

When the friars arrived they found a distinctly large Catholic community – a rarity for the Kentucky frontier. They met a Catholic Community who for many had already spent some 20 years and more in Kentucky. As early as 1775 and then in 1785 a “league” or group of Catholic families emigrated from St. Charles, Prince George and St. Mary’s counties in Maryland to pioneer new lives in Kentucky.  The economic lure of far more fertile land did not always meet expectations and for some it was disappointing but many remained in Kentucky’s Nelson, Washington and Marion counties held by the bonds of kinship and religion. 
 

These former Marylanders now Kentuckians brought a long history with them. Some of their ancestors had sailed to the British colonies aboard two ships “The Ark” and “The Dove.” These vessels left England in March of 1634. English Catholics had suffered great religious oppression and persecution in their native land but now both Catholic and Protestant passengers aboard the Ark and the Dove hoped to establish a colony in the new world where “mutuall love and Amity” among people of all religious traditions would flourish.

Overtime that dream was deferred for the Catholic colonists. They constituted a religious minority in the colony and once again they suffered political and religious oppression. As in England, they sustained and nourished their Catholic faith in quiet and private ways. The home served as a safe haven to practice their Catholicism. It was the place of religious instruction, devotions, morning and evening prayers, the rosary, observance of Lenten fasts, celebrations of baptism and marriage and occasionally the site of a Mass station when visited by a priest. Thus many of the laity developed a firm sense of responsibility for the life of the Church and a strong sense of lay leadership and lay independence. These qualities they would bring to the Kentucky frontier, particularly to what will be called the Kentucky’s holy lands -   Nelson, Washington and Marion counties. 

Sr. Mary Ramona Mattingly, a Loretto sister, gives us another glimpse into these Kentucky bound Marylanders in her 1936 dissertation, The Catholic Church on the Kentucky Frontier: 1785-1812. She wrote:

The Maryland Catholics were a home-loving people; and the political and to some degree social isolation brought about by religious prejudice intensified this tendency; consequently much of the social life of the time centered around the family hearth; yet these people were fond of dancing, fox hunting, horse racing and other sports and they carried these customs with them to Kentucky.
, 
It was a few of those customs, particularly the dancing, that eventually provoked some controversy on this Kentucky Frontier. This controversy would soon involve the Dominicans of the newly established American Province of St. Joseph. We’ll get to that story shortly!

The friars would also meet Protestants of various religious traditions in Kentucky - particularly Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists. Fenwick bought a 500 acre farm near Cartwright Creek the land that would house St. Rose’s Priory and St. Thomas College farm from John Waller, a Protestant – tradition says that Waller was happy to sell the property so he could get away from a neighborhood in which there were so many Catholics.
 Yet on frontiers, and this one too, relationships between Catholics and Protestants were more cooperative than combative. 

The Friars would soon learn about a very unusual movement spreading among the Protestants on the Kentucky and Tennessee frontiers. Historians term this religious phenomena “The Second Great Awakening.” In about 1796 a very strange event occurred. It began at a camp meeting, a religious and very enthusiastic outdoor gathering in Logan County, Kentucky. More of these religious gatherings spread throughout the region. 

The most notable of the camp meetings occurred in 1801at Cane Ridge in Bourbon County, Kentucky. Estimates of the crowd varied from 10,000 to 25,000. Methodist, Baptists and Presbyterian preachers and exhorters stirred the crowds into frenzied excitement as they prayed, sang, confessed their sins and realized that they truly were saved. 

Many of the converted showed physical manifestations of this religious experience such as weeping, shouts of joy, jumping, running, jerking and barking –all this was attributed to the power of the Holy Spirit. Whether the life of the newly converted changed the moral tone of their communities cannot be proved. In 1801, George Baxter, president of Washington college in Virginia observed that something had happened in Kentucky. 

I found Kentucky the most moral place I had ever been. A profane expression was hardly ever heard. A religious awe seemed to pervade the county. Upon the whole I think the revival in Kentucky was the most extraordinary that has ever visited the church of Christ.
 

Church membership increased dramatically during that time. From 1800 to 1803 the Methodists welcomed 10,000 new members into their Kentucky fold. The Baptists tripled their church membership. This great revival of religion, religious fervor of the early 19th century will greatly influence and shape Evangelical religion and its practice particularly in the South.

Perhaps Edward Fenwick had the opportunity to discuss this religious revival on the frontier with another fellow Marylander when he met with John Carroll, Bishop of Baltimore.

Recall Fenwick’s dream to establish an American Province of the Order of Preachers. He also had hoped to establish a college in Maryland and he thought that John Carroll agreed but Baltimore’s Bishop thought otherwise. The Dominican Province and St. Thomas College would begin in Kentucky not in Maryland. Perhaps John Carroll was being protective of the college he had started in 1789 – Georgetown - or perhaps the Kentucky’s Catholics urgent plea for more priests entered into his decision to send the Dominicans to Kentucky. Dominicans will continue to have disagreements and disappointment with bishops concerning the good of the Order of Preachers and the good of the Church. Even Fenwick, who will be consecrated a bishop in January of 1823, will experience the complexities and complications of the episcopacy.
 
The first Dominican friars met other Catholic missionaries in Kentucky - two in particular, Stephen Badin, a French cleric, known as the Apostle of Kentucky and the first priest ordained in the United States and Charles Nerinckx, a Belgian priest. 

Both men were exiles from the terrors of the French revolutionaries. Both men worked endlessly establishing churches, ministering to the people, the sick and dying. Both traveled on horseback sometimes for twenty –five hours to respond to the needs of the Catholic people. They led sacrificial lives and expected the same from their parishioners. Initially Fr. Badin welcomed the Dominicans and even considered entering the Order but by 1806 soon after the arrival of Charles Nerinckx that relationship cooled.

Prior to the establishment of both St. Rose’s Priory and St. Thomas College, Wilson and Fenwick set out on horse back to get to know and minister to the Catholics of the area. 

They soon realized that the spirituality and theology of Badin and Nerinckx was quite different from their own. These differences became evident in their judgment about certain penitential practices and the amusements of their parishioners. Both Badin and Nerinckx share a kind of Jansenistic spiritually or as some historians define it as a kind of Catholic Puritanism. 

The penances they gave in the confessional were extreme and in some cases cruel and unusual punishment. It was rumored that one penitent had to hold a burning coal in her hand as she prayed the Hail Mary and Our Father. Another had to lie in a shallow grave several times a week. Fenwick wrote Carroll that the Dominicans were swamped with requests for Confession since the people would not go to Badin. 

Wilson also wrote to Bishop Carroll: 

Young people are not admitted to the sacraments without a solemn promise of not dancing on any occasions whatever, which few will promise and few still can keep…all priests that allow of any dancing are publicly condemned to Hell. People are taught that every kiss lip to lip between married people is a mortal sin.

Rumors of Badin becoming a bishop caused streams of letters to appear on Carroll’s desk written by Catholic laity, the Dominicans Wilson and Fenwick. Badin vigorously defended himself. In August of 1808 Badin wrote a 40-page letter to Carroll about his perceptions about the Dominicans and the various accusations brought against him. Carroll sought to bring peace to this now very public dispute.   Carroll advised the clerics to be more moderate in their practices and told the Dominicans to accept a partial adoption of the drastic measures against dancing that Badin and Nerinckx upheld. Historical accounts suggest that spirit cooperation developed between the Dominicans and the clerics – they even dined together. You can imagine the relief John Carroll felt when word from Rome came announcing the creation of four diocese in the United States – New York, Boston, Philadelphia and Bardstown!
 
Historians particularly of women’s history document how protestant and Catholic women were essential for the establishment of churches on the American frontier. Their strong faith, generous purses and brains and sheer determination secured religion’s stronghold on the frontier.
 Kentucky readily supports this thesis.

The first Historian of Catholicism in Kentucky, Benjamin Webb provided a lengthy list of laywomen who actively participated in the life of the Church. This is quite unusual since he wrote this history in the early 1880’s –most historians rarely mention let alone elaborate upon the labors of women. Webb offers an extensive list of the names of women “that should be pronounced with reverence by All Kentuckians” – Althea Abell Spaulding, Ann French Reynolds, Winifrid Coomes Wathern, Mary Hamilton Hill to name just a few.
 
He notes how Henrietta Boone Gardiner deeded three hundred acres of land to first Bishop of Bardstown, Benedict Flaget.
  He describes Ann Howard as a great benefactress, and a source of great counsel for Flaget. He regarded her as the Mother of the Church of Kentucky.
 Webb gives great attention to Grace Newton Simpson, a woman of great intellect – “one of the most extraordinary Catholic women of her day in all of America. Grace Newton spoke out against Badin’s severe practices and she definitely had the ear of John Carroll.
 

There is an old adage about the American frontier – wherever that  frontier may be at the time -  “religion and learning go hand in hand”.  At this time in history, the teaching profession was becoming the work of primarily women. Both Protestant and Catholic women viewed teaching as an expression of their faith. How true that was in the Holy land of Kentucky! In a ten years time three religious communities of women were founded here – In the Spring of 1812, Mary Rhodes, Christina Stuart and Ann Havern became the founding women of the Sisters of Loretto; in the winter of 1812, Teresa Carrico, Elizabeth Wells and Catherine Spaulding formed a community of the Sisters of Charity of Nazareth.

On a Sunday at St. Rose in February 1822, Fr. Samuel Thomas Wilson will publicly invite the young women of the parish to form a community of Dominican sisters. These women would become not cloistered nuns as Fenwick had initially planned but the first community of Dominican women in the United States to embrace a vital apostolic life. 

Their first school would open in a small still and within a decade their mission would cross over the border of  Kentucky to Ohio. Soon you will hear more stories about the early days of the Dominicans sisters and friars of Kentucky. 
 

Now we will make a pilgrimage to our Dominican Holy Lands, St. Catharine’s and St. Rose. Together we will reflect upon the stories of those valiant Dominican women and men who went before us and the legacy they have given us. They were a pioneer people who endured great difficulties and hardships. Our Dominican ancestors encountered people of various religious traditions and practices; they experienced conflict and controversies in their own church. They embraced these challenges because they were committed to the Holy Preaching on the Kentucky Frontier.  They lived their lives for the sake of the preaching and teaching of the Gospel. To know their stories helps us realize that history matters.
As we journey this morning, may we take to heart and heed the words of Edward Schillebeeckx: 

Stories of the Dominican Order keep us together as Dominicans. Without a record we would not find our place in the present and remain without hope of expectations of the future. 

May this morning’s journey, and the conversations and deliberations in the weeks and months to come call to mind those spirited and heroic preachers and teachers who ventured into the land of tomorrow with remarkable courage and the deepest faith in the ever loving Providence of God.
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