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SAN FRANCISCO
Plan to close church lamented

Sacred Heart needs $8 million in repairs Imagine what life is like
- Jason B. Johnson, Chronicle Staff Writer
Saturday, September 25, 2004

For parishioners, San Francisco's Sacred Heart
Catholic Church is home -- the place where
they learned to pray, where they married and
where they worship. The thought of closing the church in the Western Addition is painful beyond
words.

But the Archdiocese of San Francisco plans to close the area's only predominantly African
American Catholic church by the end of the year. The archdiocese says Sacred Heart needs $8
million in repairs from damage suffered in the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake. Netting hangs below
the ceiling to prevent debris from falling on pews.

Another problem is that only 75 to 100 people sit in those pews for the weekly Sunday Mass.
Catholic officials say the church, which opened on Fillmore Street in 1897 with Roman-style
columns at its entrance, was built to accommodate a congregation of 10,000. The church has about
250 members.

The impending closure reflects a trend across the Bay Area and the nation where older churches are
being shut as new ones are built in the suburbs. While some parishes accept church decisions,
others have fought closures all the way to the Vatican.

After being informed of the decision earlier this month, Sacred Heart members began holding
meetings to plot a strategy. At one recent gathering, about 40 people aired their frustrations and
discussed how best to respond. Some want to look for a new parish for the entire congregation,
while others want to fight. "There's nothing much we could do, short of a miracle," said Velma
Gaines-Miller, 66, a church member since 1952. "We should look for a place that's not under the
thumb of the archdiocese."

Bitterness over some church closings still lingers.

A decade after the archdiocese closed San Francisco's St. Brigid Church, parishioners are still
fighting the decision, even taking their case to Rome. The Committee to Save St. Brigid holds an
annual vigil to commemorate the closing of the church at Van Ness Avenue and Broadway.

"The closing has been a nightmare," said committee chair Joe Dignan.

"I made a couple of trips there, to the Vatican," said former committee chair Robert Bryan. The
appeal was ultimately denied. In Massachusetts, two parishes have launched round-the-clock prayer

vigils to save their churches. But some other transitions occur without protest.

Worshipers at St. Joseph's Church in San Francisco were stunned when they learned in 1993 that
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their building would be closed but ultimately followed their priest to St. Patrick's Church on
Mission Street.

Msgr. Fred Bitanga, pastor of St. Patrick's, said he prepared the roughly 800 members of St.
Joseph's by saying that God was calling them to move to a new church. Judy Labaria, 60, of Bernal
Heights still gets emotional when she thinks about the march and how members of St. Patrick's
came out to greet them.

"It was not easy to accept the decision, even now," Labaria said, her voice cracking. "(But) we had
to move on."

Four S.F. parishes closed

Since Loma Prieta, the archdiocese has closed four parishes in the city: St. Edward on California
Avenue, Holy Cross on Eddy Street, and St. Brigid and St. Joseph at 10th and Howard streets,
according to a church official. San Francisco and other urban centers have had to deal with
population shifts where more Catholic families are moving to the suburbs. Traditionally Catholic
Irish and Italian families have been replaced by a growing Asian community, while the high cost of
living has made it harder for families to live in the city, said archdiocese spokesman Maurice
Healy.

Since 1961, the archdiocese has opened 11 parishes; one in San Francisco, seven in San Mateo
County and three in Marin County.

"In most cases when these things occur, people understand the circumstances," said Healy, who
notes the archdiocese plans to spend $54 million to retrofit other churches and schools in the city.

"San Francisco today is obviously a very different city," Healy said. "These demographic shifts
occur, and a church that represents the people has to respond."

In the past decade, parishes in the East Bay have also been reorganized.
Two parish churches were combined in Oakland in 2001, St. Lawrence O'Toole and St. Cyril. One
became the primary worship site for the combined membership, while the other became the

worship center for the city's growing Korean community.

In 1993, the Oakland Cathedral was closed and demolished after being damaged in the Loma Prieta
earthquake. The membership was combined with that of neighboring St. Mary-St. Francis de Sales.

In Fremont, two parishes merged in 2000. They combined and took on a new name to become Our
Lady of Guadalupe.

Cities like Antioch and Brentwood in Contra Costa County have growing Catholic populations. A
new building was built in Brentwood and dedicated in June to handle the rapidly expanding
Immaculate Heart of Mary Parish.

At Sacred Heart, population shifts and finances mean little in the face of losing their church. It's
also unclear whether the pastor would be assigned to whatever future church parishioners may
attend.

Questions and anger

The archdiocese sent a representative to a meeting of parishioners last week to help members plan

http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=/c/a/2004/09/25/BAGR18V3AV1.DTL&type=print... 9/25/2004



SAN FRANCISCO / Plan to close church lamented / Sacred Heart needs $8 million in repairs Page 3 of 3

the transition. He was peppered with questions and angry statements.
After the meeting, Miller and others said they don't want to lose the sense of community and
history at Sacred Heart. They recalled how it welcomed the city's Nigerian Ibo immigrant

community into the fold several years ago.

"It's a rallying point for us," said Prince Onyebuhi, noting that Sacred Heart has become a place
where Ibo families can pass on their language and culture to their children.

"This is the most diverse Catholic community I've ever been a part of, especially in San Francisco,"
said Lori Norcia, 30.

Ethel Fisher, 80, has been a member of Sacred Heart for more than 50 years.
"If you ever come to church here," she said "it's a warm feeling when you walk through this door."

E-mail Jason B. Johnson at jbjohnson(@sfchronicle.com
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Robert O. Pritchard, left, speaks at a meeting to discuss options for Sacred Heart parishioners.
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