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Introduction 
Many of our Gesu elders have incredible stories 
of faith, while holding onto hope and displaying 
incredible courage. During this month of 
November, that celebrates Black Catholic History, 
we thought it was a perfect time to highlight 
some of the stories of African American Elders. 
These stories display devotion to the faith, despite 
facing incredible racism, even from within the 
church. Despite all, they have deepened their 
relationship with God, while strengthening their 
commitment to the Roman Catholic faith.

The Elders Project
Stories of Faith, Hope & Courage

GESU CATHOLIC CHURCH - DETROIT  
& Faith Formation Commission  
Present…












Emmett Moten Jr.
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     Emmett Moten was back in his hometown of New Orleans 
to be added to the hall of fame of his high school, St. 
Augustine. Travel logistics meant that he was unable to attend 
Sunday mass, so instead he went to Saturday, 5:00 pm mass at 
St. Patrick"s where he used to attend as a child, #In those days, 
your parents dropped you off for confession once a week 
whether you"d sinned or not. Sometimes you had to go to a 
White parish.” 
  
    Moten sat at the back of the church and was the last person 
to receive communion. It wasn"t until that moment that it hit 
him: he was sitting where he used to sit as a child but back 
then there was a large screen that separated the Blacks from 
the Whites. “St. Patrick"s, they had a screen like your door 
screen, which went across two rows in the back." After mass, 
as he greeted the priest who had only been ordained for six 
years, he told him that he had attended mass there as a child 
and of the segregation, to which the young priest was 
dumbfounded. #We as Black Catholics had to fight for our 
rights to be Catholic,” Moten says matter of factly. To Moten, 
segregation was just the way things were. It didn"t necessarily 
register as something to react to. 

By P. J. Edghill






   “When you're a kid, you're 10,11 years old, you got a feel 
as a Black person, you don't associate with White people, 
you know that, okay?  You're brought up that way. You're 
sitting behind the sign, the bus sign. You sit in a certain place 
on a bus. Drink out of a certain water fountain. You couldn't 
try clothes in a clothing store. You couldn't try shoes in a shoe 
store. You went to your own restaurants. You can"t go to 
restaurants that were White only. You couldn't get in a White 
cab. You had to get a Black cab. You grew up in a segregated 
South, so you kind of know what you can do and what you 
can't do.”

     Family & faith have always been at the forefront of Moten"s life. 
Moten has been married for 57 years to his wife, Loran whom he 
met in college. They have two children and four grandchildren. 
Moten was born in his family home in Birmingham, Alabama and 
grew up between there, with his father"s side of the family, and New 
Orleans with his Mother"s side. His parents divorced when he was 
eight. Moten is a seventh generation Catholic on his Mother"s side. 
His father was Baptist and his grandfather was a minister. But no 
matter the denomination, faith ran strong in his family.  When 
visiting his grandparents and cousins in Birmingham he would 
attend two services, #My grandfather locked the house. He was 
head deacon at Six Avenue. Everybody had to go to church, so I had 
to run. So, I was like five blocks away from Six Avenue. I finished 
8:30 mass then at 9:30, I ran up the hill and I went to Sunday 
school." 

    Moten$attributes his strong foundation in the Catholic faith to his 
mother"s side of the family: "My great grandmother, my 
grandmother, my aunts, my uncles and all those in New Orleans. So 
a very Catholic family, you know? So your formation of your faith 
was right there in the house. It was Mass every day, rosary every 
day.” But faith and segregation were constantly juxtaposed in his









developmental years.  "When I did my confirmation, I called 
prescription, we had shared time. I was in public school, and we 
walked to the Catholic school for catechism, for confirmation…
We were lined up a certain way by height, then were lined up by 
color. These are Blacks, okay? So the light complected Black 
people, they were in front of me."

     Moten continues that the parishes 
were further divided along color lines. 
Corpus Christi, which was one of the 
largest Black Catholic churches in the 
country, at the time, was known as a 
very fair skinned parish, #So you just 
didn"t go to Corpus Christi, if you have 
a little brown in you, you went to St. 
Peter Claver or you went to St. 
Raymonds or Epiphany.“  The latter 
two parishes were the ones in Moten"s 
area. With New Orleans being 80% 
Catholic the churches were only a 
mile and a half apart. The skin tone 
division didn’t stop at the 
congregation, though, “(the statue of) 
St. Raymond at Corpus Christi was 
very fair, almost white looking…so 
then I go to Epiphany which was
maybe a mile down the road and St. Raymond was more of 
a tease and tan black, more light brown skin, although you 
had fair-complected people there, but it was a majority light 
brown skin. Then at St. Raymond, which was in the 
neighborhood, he was black. So yeah, three different shades 
of St. Raymond within a 2 1/2 mile radius of all Black 
churches… So, although we were segregated from Whites, 
but we had our own segregation among our color in the 
Black community.” 

Emmett & his mother,  
Marie Moten 

L to R– Emmett, Grandpa, Grandma 
“Ninnie” and Emmett’s mom, Marie









    Moten"s development in the Faith continued, always abut with a 
segregated world.  Moten attended the Holy Ghost Fathers"$
seminary in Philadelphia at the age of 13. For him that"s when his 
faith became personal and developed into a personal relationship 
with Jesus Christ. This happened despite the fact that at every turn 
he faced the obstacles of racism with no respite within the church 
but occasionally through its people.    
  
    Moten knew from the experiences of others he wouldn"t be 
accepted in the diocesan seminary or at the Jesuit seminary in 
Mobile, Alabama, which is how he ended up in Philadelphia with 
the Holy Ghost Fathers.  The seminary was four years of high 
school and two years of college. Most of the men were in their 
20s, freshly back from Korea. At 13, Moten was the youngest as 
well as the only Black student. On Saturday nights they would 
have #rec night”, where they could drink cider and hang out. They 
would sit at tables, six to a table and the juniors, which Moten 
was, were always the last to get food. On one of these evenings, a 
guy whose uncle was a bishop in Pittsburgh, called Moten the N-
word and Moten went off on him.  Moten realized this meant he 
was going to get kicked out.  Moten immediately went to their 
spiritual director, Fr. Wright and told him what happened. The 
priest was shocked and Moten was adamant, "I'm not gonna let 
nobody call me that. I got enough of that in the south, you know, I 
come in the North, I'm treated like this, I'm not going to take it.”

    Fr. Wright sat both young men down and counseled them. 
Moten didn"t get kicked out and the other young man didn"t either. 
In fact, they became friends. The young man apologized again and 
again, explaining that where he grew up in Pittsburgh, it was just 
what he was taught. Moten explained that he grew up in 
segregated South and it was a word he heard too often. The young 
man was adamant, he would never say it again. 
 









While at the seminary, Moten was fortunate enough to have a 
mentor priest that he could look up to and seek counsel from. Fr 
Falve was also from Louisiana, from the countryside outside 
Baton Rouge. He taught math in both the high school and college 
seminary. Moten bonded with him over their Louisiana roots and 
they would have great conversations sharing their experiences. 
Though Fr. Falve was White, he would acknowledge the 
challenges Moten faced as a Black man in the seminary and the 
world. Living in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, one of the 
wealthiest counties of the time, Moten was a thing of curiosity. As 
the only Black person in the area, mundane tasks, such as getting 
a haircut or getting his eyes checked were challenging: "So it was 
an interesting experience, you know, very interesting experience 
as a young African American going through that and witnessing 
no matter where you are in America, you're still Black. Don't 
forget that." 
 

    Moten left the seminary the second semester of his junior year 
when his mother became sick. His plan was to return. His class 
began with 36 but by the time he left, only six of them 
remained.He was determined to become a priest. He was a 
sacristan and he was very involved, but for some reason he never 
went back: #There was no girls, nothing. I just didn"t go back. I just 
stayed in high school. I think that"s when you say you have a 
calling, and it"s almost like a spiritual situation.” Moten decided to 
finish high school at home and would make a decision later. He"s 
not sure if he ever really did. He thinks of it more as just taking 
another track. 

    Faith as a foundation has prepared Moten for some battles that 
without hyperbole can be called epic. One of the first ones was 
with the Archdiocese of New Orleans, who took money intended 
for the Black Catholic schools in the city for athletics and sciences 
to generally increase the caliber of their resources, 









and gave that money to schools in the suburbs. Understandably 
upset, Moten, as part of a group, went to Archbishop Cody 
because they refused to be treated that way anymore. Cody was 
a tough guy. It was "his way or the highway," but in the middle 
of dealing with him he was appointed Cardinal of Chicago. 
When Cody left the new Archbishop, Hannah from DC, 
reinstated the money to the Black Catholic schools in New 
Orleans.

    St. Augustine, Moten"s high school in New Orleans, was 
always involved in the fight for racial equality and social 
Justice. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC, often pronounced /sn%k/ SNIK) met at St Augustine"s as 
did the Freedom Riders. Moten, himself, has been influenced 
by many priests who were in the forefront of social justice and 
civil rights. Father Philip Berrigan, a Josephite priest, famous for 
protesting the Vietnam war with his brother Fr. Daniel Berrigan, 
a Jesuit, was Moten&s teacher and guidance counselor at St 
Augustine"s. In the late 1960"s, as an adult, Moten became a 
teacher and returned to Saint Augustine"s to teach and 
eventually became the athletic director. At that time the 
principal, Fr. Grant, noted that the newspapers pretty much 
ignored any of the Black Catholic athletics, giving them only a 
short paragraph. Fr. Grant decided that they were going to 
integrate high school athletics in Louisiana. This put Moten, as 
athletic director, in the forefront of the battle. Fr. Grant, through 
his connections, reached out to the Jesuits who assisted in 
securing a lawyer.  

   They filed a lawsuit in federal court which subsequently ruled 
in their favor, that they could be admitted to the all-White high 
school athletic association of Louisiana. But, not everybody 
was thrilled by the decision. Every Black school in Louisiana 
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wrote an amicus brief against what they were doing, along with 
every White public school and every Catholic school. Everyone 
was against this move except for the Jesuits. The bishops and 
archbishop of the diocese asked them not to proceed, that #one 
day” it will be integrated, but St. Augustine's moved forward 
and joined the league. It was nothing short of hell. They would 
drop confederate flags on them and no one wanted to play 
them. Finally, the only public high school in the league located 
in Chalmette, which is the parish seat and largest community, 
in St. Bernard Parish, Louisiana agreed. Death threats followed. 
As athletic director the decision to go or forfeit the game fell 
squarely on Moten&s shoulders. He went to Elliott Willard, the 
first Black, lay principal, and they decided to present all the 
information to the parents. One by one all of the parents stood 
up and said, #We"re going. We"ve been through this too long. 
We're going to go and do what we have to do.” 

St. Augustine’s Football Team, 1968 
Emmett Moten Jr., Athletic Director

Fr. Grant 
Principal,St. Augustine

Emmett as Athletic Director, 
at St. Augustine, with Coach 
Otis Washington.

Dr. Elliot Willard, first Black, 
lay principal of St. Augustine
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    Moten says, #so our kids, they didn"t know too much about 
it, they just play football, you know what I mean?  They knew 
they were Black.” Moten, Mr. Willard and the athletic staff 
prepared the kids as best they could for what they anticipated 
lay ahead. They trained them practically, calling them the N-
word, swearing at them and doing all manner of things to try to 
get them mentally prepared. 

      St. Augustine"s high school arrived in Chalmette with not only 
the team but their traveling group which numbered about 
10,000 people, filling 20 greyhound busses. As they entered

the locker room, before the game, they had to walk by dogs 
chained to a fence, rocking it, and snarling at them. All tactics 
to intimidate the kids. By halftime, the game was tied 14 to 14 
but despite their success they were nervous. One of the athletic 
staff suggested that they get their band leader to play We Shall 
Overcome, because the Chalmette side were playing Dixie and 
waving confederate flags. So, 10,000 people on the visitor side, 
when the song played, stood up, sang and held hands. #It was 
unbelievable,” says Moten, #I mean, the people were holding 
hands, and our kids came out of the locker room, the hell with 
the dogs and they kicked Chalmette"s butt.” 

 Traditionally at the end of the game with the Catholic schools, 
they always had a handshake. They weren"t sure Chalmette 
would do it. This was Klan country. St. Augustine&s walked 
 towards the center of the field. The Chalmette coach looked up 
and he started walking and the kids started walking and the 
kids shook hands. #That one night changed the attitude of 
Blacks and Whites playing sports,” says Moten. He realizes that 
if the St. Augustine head coach, Otis Washington, had done 
anything different he could have started a riot that night. The 
story of this night is in the National African-American  
museum in DC, in the Social Justice Civil Rights and Athletics  
section. Additionally, in the past year, 60 Minutes has done a 
feature on Saint Augustine High School, is it continues to be a 
jewel of the region. 
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   There were times when Moten thought about leaving the faith 
but eventually, after a time, it  wasn"t something he necessarily 
thought about: his faith was just  there, a foundation. Though 
he admits, "It's hard to be a Black Catholic. You got to want to 
be in this church."  Of the times that he did think about leaving, 
he says he would look to the Old Testament where persecution 
of God's people was constant. He recognized that racism was 
not what God has planned and that he needed to be true to the 
God that he knew. But that wasn"t the case for many of his 
friends. Many left the faith because of the problems they were 
having from a racial standpoint. When Moten returned to New 
Orleans in the 90s to work at Tulane University, he witnessed a 
mass exodus from the church to The Full Gospel Baptist Church 
Fellowship established by Bishop Paul Sylvester Morton. His 
own son was one of them. But Moten has also witnessed how a 
Catholic foundation, despite the hurt that many have 
experienced, truly never leaves them. 

   
    When Moten worked for the city 
of Detroit and closely with Mayor 
Coleman Young, they had a 
meeting the day after the Pope had 
been shot. Moten noted that 
Mayor Young"s question to Bishop 
Dearden was, #How is our Holy 
Father?“ Moten says that years later 
he asked Mayor Young about that 
moment, knowing that the mayor 
had been raised Roman Catholic 
but had left the church in his late 
teens. Coleman Young was at the 

Emmett, as Director of Community 
& Economic Development, City of 
Detroit

L to R: Judge Damon Keith, Mayor 
Coleman Young, Mike Ilitch, Monsignor 
James Robinson and Emmett Moten 



!top of his class at Old St. Mary's. The top of the class was always 
offered a scholarship to a Catholic institution.  Young was denied this 
opportunity because he was Black and it was at that point he left the 
church. Mayor Young"s response to Moten was that he was still a 
Catholic, and would always be one. He just wasn"t able to practice 
because he was not respected as a man.

    Moten"s faith influences every 
aspect of his life as evidenced in 
how he gives back to the 
community. He"s worked closely 
with the parish and school 
throughout his many years as a 
parishioner but also in his 
professional life he looks for ways 
to give back and empower 
African-Americans and anyone 
disadvantaged. As managing 
partner of The African American 
led development team at Bagley 
Development Group, LLC, Moten, 
is an integral part of the $75M 

Emmett honored at the Gesu 
School 90th Anniversary 
Celebration, 2015

development of the historic residences at 150 Bagley, formerly 
the United Artists Building. This will be known as The 
Residences @ 150 Bagley. The project will feature affordable 
housing and has employed many Black tradesman and 
craftsmen. Moten attributes the instinct to help and serve to his 
family and faith.

    As a child of eight or nine years old he would go uptown and 
stay with his maternal grandmother. All his relatives lived on the 
same block uptown in New Orleans. One of the reasons he 
loved getting up early and going with his grandmother to mass 
was because he always got a treat, as they"d visit McKenzie 
Bakery to get donuts and apple cakes.  Along the route they 
would always see people hanging out, homeless and #winos,”
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as they used to be called. His grandmother would always give them 
something and Moten would always ask why.  His grandmother&s 
response stayed with him, #she would say, &it could be Jesus’” when 
the young Moten would challenge her, because the people didn"t 
look like the statue of Jesus in the church. She would say,  #You don"t 
know how Jesus"$look. I don"t know how Jesus"$look. It could be Jesus 
because Jesus is not always somebody to ride around in a big car, 
he"s a common person.” Moten says he never forgot that. 
 

    Additionally, his paternal grandfather was a physician in 
Birmingham, Alabama. His grandfather had been Booker T. 
Washington&s physician and also a pharmacist at Tuskegee. Moten has 
great respect for his grandfather, who was Baptist yet always 
respected Moten"s Roman Catholic faith. His grandfather admitted to 
his children and grandchildren in a letter later in his life of his own 
shortcomings and how they affected and changed him. His 
grandfather wrote of one hot day, while walking home from his office 
in downtown Birmingham. He heard a lot of screaming and saw a 
crowd gathered. A Black woman was on the ground and two White 
men were helping her and were yelling that they needed help as she 
was about to give birth. An older woman emerged from the crowd to 
help, but Moten"s’ grandfather stood still and commented that not 
one Black man stepped up, including himself. The experience 
haunted him and he said that would be the last time it ever happened 
in his life, and vowed to always be involved. The story haunts  Moten, 
"and so I grew up like that. Saying good morning and working on 
projects, working with people, it"s always in my mind, you know, of 
helping people." Moten's grandfather went on to create a woman"s 
hospital in Birmingham, Alabama, a Holy Family Hospital for women 
having babies. Initially he bought a lot of little huts around 
Birmingham where he could deliver babies because black women 
couldn"t deliver in the hospitals. All this drove Moten"s drive to 
service.















    Moten"s faith is a part of his life, a daily commitment. He begins 
each day with the rosary, but is constantly aware as he prays for 
the desire for humility so that he"s doing something for the right 
reasons, #not selfishly, because in many of my jobs, (it) is dealing 
with people"s lives.”  Moten says this daily practice prepares him 
for the day and whatever comes at him. Additionally,  faith has 
been a huge influence on how he and his wife, Loran, have raised 
their family, and the power of his faith has influenced multiple 
generations. Moten has been the sponsor for each of his 
granddaughters when they received the sacrament of confirmation. 
His faith has touched many in the community as well, as he has 
sponsored a few people in the parish family as they make their 
own journeys of faith .  
  

Emmett’s Paternal Grandparents -  
Dr. & Mrs. Moten

Far L, Hand in 
pocket, Emmett’s 
Paternal 
GranGrandfather -  
Dr. P. S. Moten at 
unidentified 
meeting.

Emmett as 
Confirmation  sponsor 
to Granddaughter, 
Alexis Roberts

Emmett with Godson, Jabari 
Prempeh II at Jabari’s 
acceptance into the church.









	 	 	 	 	 	 	 

















    Moten says, #It was never about finding God. He was there. 
He"s been there in my life. I didn"t have to go to try and figure out 
if he exists, you know?” 

Baby Emmett  

Emmett & Loran Moten’s 
wedding 1965

Emmett’s entire immediate family  

Eric, Emmett, Loran and Alicia Moten 1974






P.J. Edghill a.k.a Pat Jones, started telling stories at young age. As an adult with a 
Bachelor of Fine Arts in Theatre, that ability spread to many mediums giving her 
a multi media career that includes theatre, television, fiction and marketing as 
she learned how to tell the stories of people and brands. Within her career she 
has produced TV shows that have appeared on IFC, Spike TV, LOGO and 
Oxygen.  She has worked with several Fortune 500 companies including 
McDonalds, General Motors, Sprint/Nextel and  Reebok. Her short story 
Ophelia and Crawler was published in 2006 on AOL Black Voices and some of 
her plays have been produced in New York and Detroit. In 2017 Pat dropped an 
eight-episode fiction podcast entitled, Ovid"s Flea based on a yet to be 
published novel she wrote. Pat has been an active member of GESU Parish since 
1987, minus 12 years in New York. 

If you enjoyed this profile and would like to see more Elders, 
please consider making a donation to support the project.    

Please click here: 

https://giving.parishsoft.com/App/Giving/PS-394 

Under the “Fund” drop down menu, choose “Elder Project”. 

Thank you! 

About the creator…


