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SAN FRANCISCO
Closure draws crowd to Mass
Some parishioners hope for miracle to Imagine what life is like

preserve church
- Delfin Vigil, Chronicle Staff Writer

Monday, September 20, 2004

Faced with the news that one of San
Francisco's few predominantly African
American Catholic churches will close at the end of the year, nearly 300 people gathered Sunday
for Mass at Sacred Heart Church in the city's Western Addition neighborhood.

Many held "Save Sacred Heart" signs and others prayed for a miracle to save the venerable parish.

Speaking beneath a black net that prevents sections of the angel-studded ceiling from falling on
worshipers, the Rev. Monsignor Harry Schlitt told the crowd that the Archdiocese of San Francisco
decided to close the Fillmore Street parish because of a shortage of priests and because it cannot
afford to pay the estimated $8 million seismic retrofit required by the city.

The congregation, best known for live drums and piano-led gospel Masses, is already being
welcomed by other parishes in the city, according to Schlitt.

"God is within us. And wherever the community of Sacred Heart goes, God will come with us,"
said Schlitt, adding that the city has agreed to allow the yellow-brick church built in 1885 to be
abandoned at the end of the year.

But many parishioners said they were not yet willing to give up hope.

"It ain't over 'til it's over," said Robert Pritchard, vice president of the Sacred Heart gospel choir.
"We've tried to open up dialogue with the archdiocese to help find a way to save such an important
part of our community, " said Pritchard, 44. "For years, we've literally been living with the net over
our heads. We've formed committees and tried to start campaign funds to save Sacred Heart, but
the underlying feeling is that the archdiocese would rather just let it go."

Maurice Healy, spokesman for the archdiocese, disagreed.
"The fact is that Sacred Heart could have been closed down 15 years ago. Instead, we made a
valiant effort to save the church. But it's just not going to happen," said Healy, adding that efforts

fell through to convert the building into low-income housing with a small parish in the back.

"If that building falls down in an earthquake and people are in it, we are responsible for that," he
said.

Even if there were no need to raise money or if another building could be used in the neighborhood,

Healy said, the parish would still have to be closed because the congregation is too small and the
Catholic Church is short of priests. He said he doesn't know what will happen to the building --
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although the school will remain open.

About 100 regularly attend Mass at Sacred Heart on Sundays, with another 25 on Saturdays and
about five on weekdays. Other Catholic parishes have congregations ranging from 700 to 7,000.

Parishioners from elsewhere in San Francisco came to show support.

"To close the door to such an interesting and influential congregation, no matter how small, is
totally against Catholic teaching," said Judith Mahnke, a 46-year-old high school teacher from St.
Dominic's.

After the Mass, many parishioners mingled outside, recalling their first impressions of Sacred Heart
and sharing stories of baptisms, first communions, weddings and funerals.

"It hurts real bad," said Maurice Moore, 25. "I've been coming here since I was about 7. My mom
got married here. A lot of my family history is here. I can't believe we're going to lose it. And with
all that killing nonsense going on in the Western Addition, losing a church is really going to hurt
the neighborhood."

Lori Norcia started attending Sacred Heart about three years ago when she decided to re-introduce
religion into her life.

"Sacred Heart is one of the only real urban Catholic churches that I know of," said Norcia, 30, who
lives a few blocks away. "It's totally welcoming, nonjudgmental and inclusive to all races and
economic classes. We get a lot of people from the rehab center around the corner. This is the
perfect place to go for Catholics who have felt ostracized by the Church or intimidated by Mass as
a child."

Some parishioners said they will attend whichever church the gospel choir goes to, while others
said the black community was being neglected by the archdiocese.

There are two other mostly black Catholic churches in San Francisco, according to Healy -- All
Hallows in the Bayview and Our Lady of Lourdes in Hunters Point. But he said the demographics
are constantly changing.

"For example, St. Patrick's on Mission Street used to be Irish. Now it's mostly Filipino," Healy said.
"The idea of a Catholic church having a racial identity is pretty much gone with the last century."

CLOSED

In the last decade, the Archdiocese of San Francisco has shut these churches in the city:
St. Benedict, Bush and Lyon streets

St. Brigid, Van Ness Avenue and Broadway

St. Edward, California Street near Laurel Street

St. Joseph, 10th and Howard streets

Holy Cross, Eddy Street near Divisadero Street
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A black net hangs from the ceiling of Sacred Heart to catch falling debris. The church says it can't
afford quake repairs. Chronicle photo by Brant Ward
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