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The Privilege of  Responding 
to Brothers & Sisters in Need 

 
 
 

 

Our Call to Wilkinsburg 
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   Wilkinsburg 
Since 1869, Catholics of Wilkinsburg and beyond have worshipped at St. James. With the closing of the steel 

mills, other manufacturing plants, and Westinghouse facilities, our  borough, along with many other Alle-

gheny County municipalities, has changed dramatically.  The loss of jobs forced residents out.   Population 

loss undercut property  values and the borough tax base. Those left behind tended to be older and poorer. New 

residents are poorer, availing themselves of low housing costs and cheap, often subsidized rents. At the same 

time, the  community’s resources have been inadequate to meet their needs. 

Parishioners of St. James see the results of these dramatic social changes as they approach the Church. Pov-

erty has been the breeding ground for other social problems: lack of opportunity, hopelessness, drugs, vio-

lence and crime. It is also apparent in the declining numbers in both our Church and school.   

 

Gun Violence in Wilkinsburg 

A few years ago, the son of a member of our Church was killed in a senseless act of gun vio-

lence. She and her family are still reeling. Since the beginning of 2012, violence has again 

erupted in the town where we worship. By August 1, seven people had been shot to death. Late 

summer and fall brought even more shootings resulting in at least 13 deaths. Each one is a trag-

edy that devastates families and undermines Wilkinsburg.  

Signs of Hope 

Despite the changes, the new struggles, and the violence, Wilkinsburg remains a vibrant com-

munity. Among those working for positive change in our community,  Wilkinsburg Churches 

play a major role. In response to the violence, many of them have joined forces in a Sanctuary 

Project to work to end this violence and to restore hope and peace. St. James has joined this 

effort. Some of the other hopeful signs are listed on the Blessings that follow. 

 

SOLIDARITY: Heeding the Gospel Call 

As followers of Jesus worshipping in Wilkinsburg, our faith propels us to respond, offering 

solidarity and hope as best we can. The example and teaching of Pope     Francis underlines the 

importance of being with those in need ð in both their joys and pains. Also, one of the goals of 
our Pastoral Council is outreach to the Wilkinsburg community. We hope that the violence has 

ended, but its underlying conditions of poverty, drugs, and hopelessness persist, especially 

among young people. In addition, other residents live in fear.  
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Please consider 3 responses: 

 

1. Participate at the VIGILS at ST. JAMES  (7-8 pm Tuesdays, Chapel) 

We invite parishioners and neighbors to come as often as you can. The idea arose among 

members of the St. James Justice and Peace Committee. Some of them pledged to be pre-

sent weekly in solidarity with the people of Wilkinsburg, especially as they confront the gun 

violence. The Vigils provide parishioners and neighbors with the opportunity to pray, re-

flect, discern and welcome anyone who joins us. Our hope is two-fold: by our presence we 

might give encouragement and allay some of the fear of residents and by listening we can 

offer a “safe space” for all of us to vent and explore hopeful possibilities. 

Each session begins with a short prayer service followed by “Quaker-like” silence and 

shared reflection. Individuals can remain in the circle or find private space for their own re-

flection and prayer.  

Neighbors and other residents have been invited to join us. As new participants come, we 

will adapt the prayer to the styles of all those present. Wilkinsburg    churches, other groups 

and neighbors have been told about our project and they   appreciate it. In this “Year of 

Faith,” we hope that the vigils provide support and hope to parishioners and residents facing 

very troubled times.  

2. Support the SANCTUARY PROJECT 

In 2010 Wilkinsburg Ministerial Association spawned the Sanctuary Project to serve Wil-

kinsburg youth at a time of growing violence. Numerous Churches and civic       organiza-

tions began the effort.  St. James is now a member. Its mission is to create dynamic, life 

changing opportunities for teenage youth to eliminate violence and to create a positive per-

ception of Wilkinsburg as a vibrant, dynamic and safe community in which to live, work 

and worship. 

The Project has developed numerous initiatives including the following: 

1. Community Chaplains who work with the police and mayor to provide a pastoral         

response to incidents where life is lost or injured; 

2. Critical Seconds Training for youth as first responders to violence & trauma; 

3. other youth programs and events, like the Boy Scouts and summer interns who are 

trained and led to do home repair for local elderly & disabled residents. 

4. Prayer Teams that organize community prayer vigils. 

Opportunities for parish involvement will soon be publicized. The Block Party in May was 

one positive, spirited example. Participate when possible or help financially. Working on a 

shoestring budget, the Project needs funds for its efforts. Your contribution will be very well 

used. Make checks out to “Christian Church of  Wilkinsburg” (the fiscal agent for donations) 

and list “Sanctuary Project” in the memo.  
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3. Become a SOLIDARITY PARTNER 

Become one of at least 50 St. James parishioners living in solidarity with the people of                

Wilkinsburg. We want residents to know the spiritual force of St. James’ involvement. A 

Partner pledges to include the people of Wilkinsburg in your life each week. You can do this 

by any of the following: 

¶ participate at the weekly Solidarity Vigil, and/or 

¶ include Wilkinsburg residents, their joys and struggles in your prayers, and/or 

¶ participate in or contribute financially to the Sanctuary Project, and/or 

¶ find another way, personally appropriate, to express your concern. 

Personal prayer could include reflection on the Litany of Sorrow and Wilkinsburg Bless-

ings. A recommended prayer is the Our Father, prayed that TODAY kingdom living, the 

daily “bread,” forgiveness and deliverance from evil will grow.  

The more partners we can recruit, the greater the impact on the community. 

Benefits of participation:  

1. Help us refine the project, bringing your own creativity.     

2. Receive periodic updates about Wilkinsburg and efforts to improve it.  

3. Make a difference for the residents of our community. 
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The Litany & Blessings will hopefully inspire your prayer & actions.  

Litany of Sorrow 

Response: We can hardly imagine the grief. 

 

For each of the people killed by gun violence in Wilkinsburg, throughout Allegheny County 

and our nation, we mourn . . . 

For each of the families of these victims, shattered forever, we mourn . .  

For Josie and her family and for the family of Joe Healy, still living with the aftereffects of vio-

lence so many years later, we mourn . . . 

For the shooters and for their friends in the gangs, so oblivious to the value of life, to the pain 

they inflicted and to its ongoing effects festering in their own lives, we mourn . . . 

For mothers & fathers, grandparents, brothers & sisters of both victims and offenders, still 

wrestling with how they could have prevented these tragedies, we mourn . . . 

For the young people of Wilkinsburg and impoverished communities everywhere, who lack 

hope for the future and whose present is twisted by the prevalence of violence, we mourn . . 

. 

For the Churches of Wilkinsburg, for the Sanctuary Project, for Mad Dads and other organiza-

tions as they seek an adequate response to violence, gangs, drugs, and other scars of pov-

erty, we mourn . . . 

For the people of Wilkinsburg, especially those living in fear for their own lives and safety, we 

mourn . . . 

For parents and guardians of pre-teens in the area, afraid that their own children may someday 

be caught up in violence, we mourn . . . 

For families living in the shadow of other forms of aggression: including domestic violence, 

intimidation, bullying, we mourn . .  

For the sheer waste, in lives, energy, resources, and potential for the future, caused by gun vio-

lence, here in Wilkinsburg & everywhere, we mourn . . . 
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Wilkinsburg Blessings 

While the poverty and blight of Wilkinsburg are readily apparent and local media high-

light its violence, Wilkinsburg continues to be a home to parishioners and other resi-

dents who enjoy a good quality of life. In solidarity, we celebrate the blessings as well 

as mourn the tragedy.  

Wilkinsburg, the City of Churches, hosts worship of over two dozen congregations each week-

end.  Many of them, including St. James, work together in upgrading the spiritual and social life 

of residents as well as cooperating in the Sanctuary Project in response to the gun violence.  We 

pray in gratitude: O God, we thank you. 

 

Wilkinsburg Churches and organizations serve the needy with a host of programs from food to 

housing and job training. St. James offers our Social Ministry and     Paper Bank. Some 

churches host outside volunteer groups connecting them to those in need of home repair, etc. 

We pray in gratitude: O God, we thank you. 

 

The Sanctuary Project coordinates      chaplains for rapid response to the        victims of vio-

lence; trains young interns with skills as they provide supervised home repair for the elderly and 

disabled; provides “critical seconds” training to youth, empowering them with medical skills for 

quick response to gun violence; and offers other services. We pray in gratitude: O God, we 

thank you. 

 

Wilkinsburg’s vital business activity     continues especially between the post office & CVS and 

Center Avenue. Both long established shops like Salvatore’s Pizza, Kenyon Jewelers and James 

Florist and new ones like Dollar General and Save-a-Lot serve residents and contribute to a 

friendly atmosphere among workers and patrons. We pray in gratitude: . . . 

 

Numerous elderly parishioners and other residents are committed to remaining in their Wilkins-

burg homes, with all their precious family memories. Adult children visit regularly to check in, 

provide support and deal with special chores. We pray in gratitude: . . . 

 

New homes are being built in Wilkinsburg; there is an influx of new, young owners who have 

refurbished    older homes especially close to Hamnett Station; and Pittsburgh Historical Land-

marks Foundation has restored the Crescent Apartments across from St. James as a base for 

more development. We pray in gratitude: . . . 

 

Despite abandoned buildings, so much Section 8 and dwellings with absentee landlords, many 

residents care for their homes, decorate them, keep up with repairs, and plant flowers and gar-

dens. We pray in gratitude: . . . 

 

Supporting youth is a major concern in Wilkinsburg. Our Sister Thea Bowman Catholic Acad-

emy, Urban Christian School and others serve local families.              Concerned parents accom-

pany their    children to our school and others. Mad Dads provide a presence on local streets, 

trying to end the violence. Churches and agencies sponsor youth programs during the summer 

and throughout the year.  Parishioners at St. James welcome the children who visit the church. 

We pray in gratitude: . . . 
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Wilkinsburg residents befriend one another on the streets, demonstrate   genuine care especially 

in times of trouble, and sometimes even help financially at the cash register when someone is a  

bit short. We pray in gratitude: . . .  

 

Wilkinsburg is a hub of mass  transportation through which thousands of motorists drive daily. 

Two busway stations and dozens of regular stops allow residents to travel throughout the re-

gion. We pray in gratitude: . . . 

 

Wilkinsburg boasts of a number of        recovery groups and numerous agencies committed to 

supporting recovering     addicts and ex-offenders on the arduous trek to a positive, productive 

future. We pray in gratitude: . . . 

 

 

Additional sightings of Good News and Hope  

 
Visiting residents’ homes and finding WQED’s Classical Music, EWTN and news pro-

grams playing. 

 

A woman taking out a large bin of garbage on a dark night, greeted caringly by a passerby, 

“Excuse me, I didn’t want to startle you.” 

 

Christian Church of Wilkinsburg’s congregation spending half a year focused in living out 

Jesus’ forgiveness, 70x7 times. 

 

Generosity of the people of  Wilkinsburg contributing to various community efforts to feed 

people. 

 

The experience of a parishioner almost hit by a speeding car as she crossed Penn Avenue at 

Wood Street, and having a group of by-standers on the corner yell at the driver. 

 

Young men and/or young women lovingly walking their small children in Wilkinsburg 

neighborhoods throwing a ball or engaged in other forms of playfulness. 
 

What more can you add from your own experiences in Wilkinsburg? 
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Keep Wilkinsburg in your 

heart 

¶ Greet, smile at neighbor-

hood children and others 

as you come into Church. 

¶ When you see blight or 

experience negative feel-

ings, consciously balance 

them with reminders of 

positive impressions. 

¶ Gently challenge your 

negative thoughts and knee

-jerk fear & other feelings 

by reminding yourself of 

Wilkinsburg’s blessings 

and parishioners living           

a good life there. 

Let Wilkinsburg become 

part of your consciousness 

¶ Make a point of looking 

for positive stories,       

happenings and achieve-

ments of residents and of 

children in our school.  

Read the upcoming 

“Wilkinsburg Corner” in 

the bulletin, Parish Update, 

and on our website. 

¶ Open yourself to the pain 

of looking closely, and the 

joy of some of what you 

see. 

Become Part of Wilkins-

burg 

¶ Ride the bus through    

Wilkinsburg. Use the Park 

& Ride and Busway. Be 

aware of the interactions 

of people on the bus. Pray 

for specific riders that 

catch your attention. 

¶ Shop at Wilkinsburg 

Farmers’ Market, Get Go, 

CVS, Dollar Store and 

other businesses. Eat at          

Salvatore’s Pizza. 

Pray for Wilkinsburg 

¶ Pray for the children of 

Wilkinsburg, especially 

neighborhood children 

who come into mass and 

children in Sister Thea 

Bowman Catholic        

Academy. 

¶ Make a point to pray for 

Wilkinsburg, especially 

when coming to Church. 

Take Action 

¶ Attend a Tuesday            

Solidarity Vigil. Share     

ideas, suggestions and 

feelings, positive &       

negative. Help discern & 

pray for a better future. 

¶ Volunteer with other pa-

rishioners at the Food 

Bank in Duquesne. 

Experience the Wilkins-

burg Community 

¶ Volunteer for Social     

Ministry activities and the 

Saturday Food Bank. If 

there is nothing specific 

for you to do, befriend 

those who are there, help a 

guest carry bags to the car, 

offer friendly smiles ... 

¶ Learn about the school. 

Volunteer to help in the 

after school program. 

¶ Participate in borough 

events such as Bands in 

the Parklet, Wilkinsburg 

Sing (Dec.) and May’s 

Pittsburgh Symphony  

Concert. 

Acting in Solidarity: Examples of what you might do 

St. James Church 
718 Franklin Avenue  

Wilkinsburg, PA  15221  
 

412.241.1392 
 

Email: stjameswilk@aol.com 


