[image: image2.png]





Saints Casimir and Emerich’s five bells rang as the congregation finished singing the last of the Polish, Hungarian and English carols. Then, to the familiar tune of “O Come All Ye Faithful,” the priest, altar boys and choir processed up the center aisle of the 100-year-old Roman Catholic church behind a pole-mounted crucifix and a swinging incense thurible. While the tune was instantly recognizable, the words weren’t for most people. Choir members were singing in Polish and dressed in traditional, gaily trimmed black vests. The women also wore garlands in their hair and red-patterned skirts.
Processioners flowed up into the chancel, where a magnificent, multi-tiered, white-marble altar, decorated with red poinsettias, bore the figure of the crucified Christ. Trimmed Christmas trees flanked the altar, and a simple Nativity sat to one side. While decades of proximity to steel mills had soot-stained the church’s interior, they couldn’t obscure the elaborate yellow brickwork. Marble pedestals and columns solidly supported arches that lined the nave and soared to a paneled, barrel vault ceiling.
This was Christmas Mass at Midnight, December 25, 2008 – the one-hundred-first and final Christmas Mass to be celebrated at Ss. Casimir and Emerich. Polish immigrant steelworkers and miners founded St. Casimir Parish in 1901 and completed this church in 1907. Hungarian immigrants formed St. Emerich about two blocks away in 1905. At that time in Cambria City, they joined a Roman Catholic parish community that already included Immaculate Conception, founded by the Germans in 1859; St. Columba, established by the Irish in 1882; St. Stephen, formed by Slovaks in 1891; and St. Rochus, a Croatian parish founded in 1900.
Ss. Casimir and Emerich’s merger in 1990 was a sign of things to come. The five Roman Catholic parishes, remaining in the 10-block long neighborhood, resisted the twin demographic pressures of dwindling parishioners and priests until 2008, when the Diocese of Altoona-Johnstown forced another, much-more drastic consolidation. Just weeks before Christmas in 2008, the Diocese announced that Ss. Casimir and Emerich, St. Columba and Immaculate Conception would be closed. For many of their parishioners that year, Christmas Mass was mourned not celebrated.
Three years later, some members of these ethnic parishes still struggle with the loss of their spiritual homes and buildings that had been part of family life for generations. Built by the families of immigrant steelworkers and miners with sacrificial offerings from $10 per week paychecks, these had been places of celebration and support during times of joy, crisis and sorrow. Architecturally, they are distinctive structures with resplendent stained glass and inspiring features. Culturally, they are monuments to faith, hard work, perseverance and working-class success. Yet Johnstowners have wondered if they would suffer the same fate as St. Emerich, which was demolished in 2003.

Just a few weeks ago came welcome news: a private not-for-profit corporation, 1901 Church Inc., has signed an agreement to purchase all three former churches. The Jennerstown-based company is committed to conserving these Cambria City landmarks and finding sustainable reuses for them. (You should know that I’m working for the company as a paid consultant.)
To say that these former Cambria City churches have been “saved” would be premature. Years of  planning and development will be required, and substantial amounts of money will be needed to maintain and carefully modify these buildings for new uses. But the news is arriving at a very appropriate time of year. For Christmastime is when we celebrate the arrival of hope for the entire world in the form of the Christ child.
And there is new hope this Christmas for the much-loved Ss. Casimir and Emerich, St. Columba and Immaculate Conception – hope that a caring community will transform these three former churches into places that continue to celebrate life in Johnstown for generations to come.[image: image1.png]
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