
Minnie Thomas 
What a gift to have two persons (Jacquelyn Scott and Tony 

Spratley) from different generations agree on the gifts that one 

person brings to the Catholic Church. The elder of these two 

Basilica parishioners, Ms. Scott, met Mrs. Minnie Thomas in 1962 

while a student in junior high school; a.k.a. middle school in 

Norfolk, Virginia. It was a time when the public schools were still 

racially segregated and many of our educators were not allowed 

to pursue advanced degrees in Virginia’s colleges and universities.  

They literally had to obtain advanced degrees in northern states 

such as New York and Pennsylvania.  Many of my fellow students 

were in awe of this woman who was “maybe” 4ft., 8inches tall.  

This petite black woman would always address you with a soldier’s stance, making it impossible to lie to 

her as I & two friends tried to do one fateful day.  Her straightforward stare with her eyes telling you 

that she knew always allowed one the dignity to “fess up” and accept the punishment.  For me the 

punishment was Mrs. Thomas being disappointed with our actions because we knew better.  

Mrs. Thomas had impeccable diction, and flawless presentation.  I don’t remember anyone ever falling 

asleep in her class. She was a legend!  

“It is not cliché to say that Mrs. Minnie Thomas is a woman of faith… it is I not cliché to say that 
Mrs. Thomas is a servant leader, she is.”  

 

Forever an Educator  
Fast forward twenty years as a convert to the 

Catholic faith who do I meet, as I inquire about 

volunteering with the Saint Mary’s Religious 

Education program, Mrs. Thomas.  The smile and 

knowing eyes are still there; the commitment to 

her faith, the excitement of the Catholic teaching, 

the integrity of faith was introduced to me on 

that Sunday after mass. 

The knowing eyes and encouraging smile are still 

there, wordlessly asking: are you ready to work?  

Fast forward another twenty years when the 

Commonwealth of Virginia’s Human Services 

Division decided to embark on a program to 

prevent children from entering foster care I was 

told about a program the Norfolk office of 

Catholic Charities had initiated: Grandparents as 

Parents.  To my surprise who was I referred to, of 

course my 8th grade English teacher: Mrs. Minnie 

Thomas, who responded with what do you 

need/what can I do? 

 

When Friends Become Family and Servant 
Leaders 
As a young man enjoying the opportunity of 

working in the Diocese of Richmond I was 

introduced to Mrs. Minnie Thomas. What began 

as a professional relationship has endured for 

thirty years as I have gained not only a valuable 

friendship but a “Bonus Mom”!   The late Bishop 

Walter Sullivan highly respected Mrs. Thomas; it 

was he who recommended her for the highest 

civilian papal recognition, the Benemerenti 

Award.   On October 13, 2002 Minnie Thomas 

was awarded the Benemerenti medal.  The medal 

is accompanied with a certificate bearing the 

Pope’s signature. 

 Mrs. Thomas worked with Sister Cora Marie 

Billings as the Basilica’s representative to the 

Office of Black Catholics.  Sister Cora served as 

Director of the Diocese of Richmond of Black 

Catholics for several years. Also during this time 

Mrs. Thomas was a committee member on the 

Diocesan Women’s Commission.  She also served 

as Saint Mary’s Pastoral Coordinator during 

Monsignor Walter Barrett’s tenure. Mrs. Thomas 

served on the Parish’s Pastoral Council for many 

years as well working with several other parish 

ministries. 

As child I was always taught to respect my elders, 

Mrs. Thomas has always had my respect.  She is a 

woman of discretion and compassion. I am able 

to talk to her about any subject.  As with most 

parents she encourages me to pursue new 

knowledge and to embrace change.  It is not 

cliché’ to say that Mrs. Minnie Thomas is a 

woman of faith, she is….it is not cliché’ to say that 

Mrs. Thomas is a servant leader, she is.  My 

Bonus Mom is my friend and prayer partner (she 

keeps me in prayer!) 

  

 

 


