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Reflecting

with Bishop

J . Ke v i n B o l a n d

By Robin Wright Gunn

I

n the summer of 1959, J. Kevin
Boland stepped off an airplane
on to the tarmac at the Savannah,
Georgia airport. The newly-ordained
priest, a slight 24 year old with a
thick shock of red hair, scanned the
unfamiliar flat landscape dotted with
pine trees. Typical South Georgia
heat and humidity overpowered him
in his serge overcoat.
Here was his new home, half a world
away from his native Ireland. Here
lived Father Boland’s new family in the
faith—the Diocese of Savannah. The
Atlantic Ocean separated him from
his childhood family—his mother,
his younger brothers, and the grave
of his father, who had died the year
before. His nearest relative was his
older brother, Raymond, also a priest,
hundreds of miles away serving a parish
in Washington, D.C.

Fifty-two years later, Kevin Boland’s
hair is white. In conversation, his
manner reveals a gentle, engaging
confidence and a keen mind attuned to
the welfare of others, with his primary
concern being the presence of Jesus
Christ in their lives.
In 1995, Father Kevin Boland was
ordained as the 13th Bishop of the
Diocese of Savannah. For sixteen years,
Bishop J. Kevin Boland has been
“responsible for the spiritual well-being
of Catholics in south Georgia, as well
as the day-to-day administration of the
Diocese of Savannah.” His Irish brogue
remains unmistakable despite a half
century’s softening by exposure to South
Georgia speech patterns. And his place
in his family of believers, the Diocese of
Savannah, is cemented in history.
During July and August 2011 Bishop
Boland reflected on his service to
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the church as bishop during three
interviews recorded in his office on East
Liberty Street in downtown Savannah.
In these conversations, Bishop Boland
speaks repeatedly of “the Diocesan
family,” reflecting a sense of personal
call and professional commitment to
pastoring each of the 80,000 Catholics
who are scattered across 37,000 square
miles in South Georgia.
“When I’m saying Mass at the
Cathedral in all its glory…I’m very
conscious that when I give that blessing
at the end of Mass, I’m mentally
crisscrossing the Diocese from Pine
Mountain down to St. Marys. This Mass
is being celebrated all over this Diocese
today, in the ministry of the priesthood,
of which I am part. In the priesthood I
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have become the bishop, designated by
the church in this … supervisory role or
leadership role. … I’m representing the
church in the ministry of bishops but in
cooperation with, especially, the priests
throughout the Diocese.”
In every initiative and program Bishop
Boland sees an opportunity to unite
the Diocesan family and to nourish or
rekindle individual faith formation,
whether in children, confirmandi,
seminarians, new Catholics, or lifelong
Catholics.
In sixteen years Bishop Boland has
traveled South Georgia’s backroads
and Interstates: celebrating the
sacrament of Confirmation in as many
churches as he can each year; installing
newly ordained or re-assigned priests;

Bishop Boland speaks
repeatedly of “the
Diocesan family,”
reflecting a sense
of personal call and
professional commitment
to pastoring each of the
80,000 Catholics who are
scattered across 37,000
square miles in South
Georgia.
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Grovetown - Savannah
139.7 miles
2 hours 43 minutes
Pine Mountain - Savannah
259 miles
4 hours 34 minutes

Diocese of Savannah
80,000 Catholics
79 Parishes and Missions
37,000 Square Miles

“If I have any regrets it’s that maybe
I didn’t visit the Diocesan family
enough or be with them enough.
That I spent too much time in
administration. So many places I
would go into and I’d only be there
a day and then I’m on my way
again, and I won’t be back there for
another twelve months. I found that
very, very difficult ...”
ALBANY DEANERY
Albany St. Teresa Church
Alapaha St. Ann Church *(Tifton)
Americus St. Mary Church
Bainbridge St. Joseph Church
Blakely Holy Family Church
Cairo St. Elizabeth Seton Church *(Thomasville)
Camilla St. John Vianney Church *(Moultrie)
Cordele St. Theresa Church
Cuthbert St. Luke Church *(Blakely)
Donalsonville Church of the Incarnation
*(Bainbridge)
Montezuma St. Michael Church *(Cordele)
Moultrie Immaculate Conception Church
Thomasville St. Augustine Church
Tifton Our Divine Saviour Church
AUGUSTA DEANERY
Augusta Most Holy Trinity Church
St. Joseph Church
St. Mary on the Hill Church
Grovetown St. Teresa of Avila Church
Waynesboro Sacred Heart Church
COLUMBUS DEANERY
Buena Vista St. Mary Magdalen Church *(Our
Lady of Lourdes Church, Columbus)
Columbus Holy Family Church
Our Lady of Lourdes Church
St. Anne Church
St. Benedict the Moor Church
Pine Mountain Christ the King Church
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Donalsonville - Savannah
289.5 miles
5 hours 29 minutes

MACON DEANERY
Dublin Immaculate Conception Church
Eastman St. Mark Church
Fort Valley St. Juliana Church *(Kathleen)
Kathleen St. Patrick Church
Macon Holy Spirit Church
St. Joseph Church
St. Peter Claver Church
McRae Holy Redeemer Church
Sandersville St. William Church *(Dublin)
Warner Robins Sacred Heart Church
SAVANNAH DEANERY
Port Wentworth Our Lady of Lourdes Church
Richmond Hill St. Anne Church
Savannah Cathedral of St. John the Baptist
Blessed Sacrament Church
Resurrection of Our Lord Church
Sacred Heart Church
St. Benedict the Moor Church
St. Frances Cabrini Church
St. James Church
St. Peter the Apostle Church
Sts. Peter and Paul Church
Springfield St. Boniface Church
Tybee Island St. Michael Church
STATESBORO DEANERY
Alma St. Raymond Church *(Hazlehurst)
Baxley St. Rose of Lima *(Hazlehurst)
Claxton St. Christopher Church
Glennville St. Jude Church *(Hinesville)

St. Marys- Savannah
112.4 miles
2 hours 8 minutes

Hazlehurst Good Shepherd Church
Louisville St. Joan of Arc Church
Metter Holy Family Church *(Swainsboro)
Millen St. Bernadette Church *(Sylvania)
Pembroke Holy Cross Church *(Claxton)
Reidsville St. Andrew the Apostle Church
*(Vidalia)
Sandhill Our Lady of Guadalupe *(Claxton)
Statesboro St. Matthew Church
Swainsboro Holy Trinity Church
Sylvania Our Lady of the Assumption Church
Vidalia Sacred Heart Church
VALDOSTA/BRUNSWICK DEANERY
Adel St. Margaret Mary Church *(Lakeland)
Brunswick St. Francis Xavier Church
Darien Nativity of Our Lady Church *(Brunswick)
Douglas St. Paul Church
Fitzgerald St. William Church *(Douglas)
Folkston St. Francis of Assisi Church *(St. Marys)
Hinesville St. Stephen First Martyr Church
Jesup St. Joseph Church
Lakeland Queen of Peace Church
Nashville St. Mary Church *(Lakeland)
St. Marys Our Lady, Star of the Sea Church
St. Simons Island St. William Church
Twin Lakes San Jose Mission *(Lakeland)
Valdosta St. John the Evangelist Church
Waycross St. Joseph Church
Willacoochee Holy Family Church *(Douglas)
*(Mission)

celebrating Mass; and, comforting the
grieving, most notably at the funeral
Mass for Sister Philomena Fogarty, a
Franciscan religious at Christ the King
Parish in Pine Mountain who was
maliciously killed in 2003, and also
during the untimely death of Father
John O’Brien, who was killed in an
automobile accident six weeks following
his assignment as the pastor of St.
Teresa of Avila Church in Grovetown,
in 2007.
Much of the work of the bishop occurs
in Savannah, in the Diocesan offices and
at the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist,
the spiritual seat of the Diocese. Soon
after Bishop Boland’s 1995 ordination,
the Cathedral was found to be in
need of major structural and cosmetic
renovation. The restoration, linked
with the commemoration of the 150th
anniversary of the Diocese of Savannah
in 2000, was a project embraced and
financially supported by Catholics
diocesan-wide, rather than just in
Savannah or in the Cathedral parish.
“I was able to inspire the parishioners
of Chatham County that the people
of Columbus, of Macon, of Augusta,
of Brunswick, of Valdosta, Albany,
Statesboro and all the little places,
every one of them contributed to the
restoration. So this is their church as
much as it is Savannah’s church…. (and)
the Diocesan family supported this
project. The Catholic Church stands in

our midst as a symbolic reminder
that we are all one diocesan family in
Christ.”
The Rite of Election held the first
Sunday of Lent at the Cathedral of
St. John the Baptist and at Sacred
Heart Church in Warner Robins is
an opportunity for adult candidates,
catechumens, their sponsors and
relatives to physically experience the
larger community of the church family.
Also in 2000, Bishop Boland created
the Gartland Service Award, named
for the Diocese of Savannah’s first
bishop, Francis X. Gartland. Each
year a maximum of two people in each
parish receive the award for exceptional
volunteer service to the Catholic
Church in South Georgia. Bishop
Boland presides over the annual Mass
held on the Feast of Christ the King at
the Cathedral. The bishop envisioned
the award as a way to physically unite
scattered members of the Diocesan
family, reminding Catholics that service
to the parish is service to the global
church and is a participation in the
ministry of Jesus Christ.
Bishop Boland wears Bishop Gartland’s
episcopal ring. The Diocese’s first
bishop died in office in 1854 after
serving only four years; he was a victim
of Savannah’s yellow fever epidemic.
When Bishop-Elect Gregory J.
Hartmayer is ordained, Bishop Boland

Bishop Boland on Evangelism
and Sharing the Gospel
“Catholics have never
been good evangelizers.
Regretfully we’ve kind of
left it to the priest. ‘That’s
their job, they do the mass,
they do the sacraments.’
Unlike Baptists, I wish we had
some of their verve. If you
move into Moultrie, Georgia
they’ll come knocking at
your door, (and) want to
know what church you
belong to. We would never
dream of doing that. At
least we now have people
talking to their friends who
they know are Catholic and
are not practicing. That is
happening much more so than
it used to.
In the long run it will kind
of change the image of what
it means to be Catholic.
That we must be more out
front with it, we must be
more proud of it. As I often
tell the young people I am
confirming, ‘Always be proud
of your faith, there is no
need to apologize for it.’
Because they are up against it
by being questioned, ‘Why do
you still worship saints? You
don’t have to tell your sins
to a priest,’ and so on and so
forth.
We’ve got to train people
to answer those questions,
but also to turn it around
in a positive way, ‘Why I am
enriched by being a Catholic.
The presence of Christ in my
life, the presence of Christ in
the sacraments, that we begin
to talk about that. It’s not
something that exclusively
belongs to me that I don’t
tell anyone about.”

Bishop Boland greets children following a Mass.
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JKB on serving the
Global Church through
Catholic Relief Services
[As a result of being on the CRS
board] I’ve gone to Africa twice,
Zimbabwe, and Nigeria. It’s part
of the role of the spiritual
leader, to be involved in the
bigger picture, outside your
diocese. I’ve been blessed to be
able to do that. In Indonesia I
went to visit the place where the
tsunami hit, banda Aceh. It came
about three or four miles inland
in the space of about five minutes.
It was about 2 ½ years or so after
that, when CRS had replaced
hundreds of homes for lots of
the families who were dislocated.
The purpose of that trip was to
visit those homes and to hand
them over officially to some of
the families who were getting
them, with a special ceremony.
They put up a stage and they all
dressed in native dress, it was
a big celebration. They would
recognize us and thank us. The
marvelous thing about that trip,
Indonesia is about 98% Muslim I
think. You would never know it,
I can tell you, from the way they
treated us. CRS built compounds
over there to do the work--you
had to have a place to house the
machinery, most of the workers
were Muslim--but they also built
a prayer house so they could
practice their faith.”

A child presents a toy for Bishop Boland to repair during a stop at a village
in Zimbabwe on a CRS trip.
will pass the ring to him.
“I became very conscious of the
people who went before me, and their
contribution. Anything I was going
to do was built on the shoulders of my
predecessors. I was only a cog in the
wheel. I was wondering how long that
cog would be in place and then another
cog would come to keep it going.
So you’re part of a larger historical
picture.”
Leading the Diocesan family sometimes
called for making difficult, unpopular,
or sad decisions.
In 1999 the Diocese established a
Vietnamese parish, Saints Peter and
Paul, at the longtime Nativity of
Our Lord Church in Thunderbolt.
Nativity parishioners were assigned
to Saint Peter the Apostle Church on

Wilmington Island and to Blessed
Sacrament Parish on Victory Drive.
The Vietnamese congregation, which
had met for years in the “basement”
chapel of the Cathedral and then moved
to a house at 2038 East 37th Street in
Savannah, was growing and requested
their own parish. At the same time,
the Nativity Parish was experiencing a
membership decline. The decision was
made after evaluating options for space
for the Vietnamese parish, and after a
series of meetings with the old and new
groups. Saints Peter and Paul Parish
is thriving and in the last few years
has built a new parish center. Bishop
Boland calls the outcome of this move
“a great success” but acknowledges that
there were lingering hurt feelings about
the decision.

Bishop Boland prepares to receive the gifts during the Mass at the closing of Saint Mary’s Home for Children, Savannah.
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In 2000 two historically African
American parishes in Savannah, Most
Pure Heart of Mary and St. Anthony’s,
were merged and became Resurrection
of our Lord Parish. The plan included
construction of a new church at the site
of the former St. Anthony Church on
West Bay Street. Bishop Boland deems
this merger as successful from the
outset, with no residual dissatisfaction.
He credits Father Robert Chaney, pastor
of Resurrection, with playing a key role
in the success of the merger.
Another difficult decision, closing of
St. Mary’s Home in 2010, provided
many former residents a bittersweet
opportunity for rekindling Catholic
family unity.
“St. Mary’s Home’s closing [and
Mass] was a welcoming back to all
of those who had ever gone there.
They came from far and wide. These
people hurriedly went back to the
different places—where they slept,
where they had their meals, where they
went to school. They shared stories
and reminisced about the past. They
spoke words of gratitude about the
care they had received and about the
opportunities they had been provided to
live life to the fullest. It was a great day
of thanksgiving.”
As Bishop of the Diocese of Savannah,
administrative leadership includes a
constant eye toward budgets, facilities
maintenance, technology, meetings,
committees, and personnel issues—
always as the means toward achieving
the ends of pastoring individuals and
parishes.
Since 1995 the increase in the Spanish
speaking population in Georgia has
made a significant impact on the
Diocese. Many of the new Hispanic
residents are Catholic, undocumented
and live in the shadows. During 2000
Bishop Boland established the Office of
Hispanic Ministry and designated that
ministry as a specific beneficiary of the
fundraising campaign that was launched
to finance the Cathedral renovation.
“The more immigrants I meet as I go
from parish to parish, I (realize I) am
meeting a fine upstanding group of

people. Ninety-nine percent of them are
trying to do one thing—fulfill a basic
human obligation of making money to
help their families. Why do we make
matters so difficult for them? They
contribute significantly to the life of
our communities. We need a national
immigration policy that will be just and
fair and capable of protecting the basic
rights of the human family.”
During the 1990s and 2000s, the
global and national Church came under
fire as revelations surfaced of sexual
abuse of minors by priests, including
revelations of past abuse in the Diocese
of Savannah.
“Sexual abuse of minors by priests is
a terrible tragedy for the Church,”
Bishop Boland said. “The horror is so
many children were hurt. We must
face the reality of the past. We must
care for those who were victimized
and do everything possible that these
awful happenings will not be repeated.
Molestation of minors is sinful and it
is a civil crime. There is no place for
it in the church by its ministers or lay
workers.”
Bishop Boland led the Diocese’s effort
to heal the damages caused by past
abuse. As part of the U.S. Conference
of Catholic Bishops, (USCCB) he
voted with other U.S. Catholic
bishops in ratifying a national “zero
tolerance” policy and commissioning
an independent, comprehensive
investigation on a national scale. The
Diocese established the Office for the
Protection of Children and Young
People, and put into place policies,
programs and training intended to
prevent future abuse.
Leading the Diocese of Savannah not
only involves pastoring Catholics in
South Georgia. An equally important
responsibility for the bishop is serving
as the voice of the Diocese on a regional,
national, and international level, and at
the Vatican.

JKB on Mission and
Catholics Come Home.
“The mission of the church is
to bring Christ to everyone.
What’s the basic purpose of
the church? It’s to bring it
to its people.”
“For Catholics Come Home—
It was the use of something
that 99 percent of our
people are looking at for
many hours every day. Can we
be in there with ads that are
highly, highly professionally
done, and give the right
message of what Catholicism
is all about?”
“It was an outreach in a very
professional, technological
way, where you could meet
thousands of people rather
than sitting at your desk
and waiting for the phones
to ring. We wanted to let
the phones ring by people
who were making inquiries
as a result of these highly
concentrated and powerful
television commercials. It
did bring a lot of people in.
We think this will (have a)
snowball effect.”
“Catholics Come Home was
a big investment of money, I
think it was worth it, and we
can’t stop there. The mission
of the church always is to be
looking for the lost sheep
of Israel. That’s going to be
a continuum. There’s never a
stage in the life of a parish
or the life of a diocese
where we can sit back and
say well the job’s done now.
We are dealing with the
lives of people, which is a
continuum.”

Bishop Boland was elected by the
USCCB to serve on the board of
Catholic Relief Services. On their
behalf, he made three international
trips, monitoring relief efforts or
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“The whole
concept of
prayer—I came
to realize very
quickly, ‘Boland
if you don’t say
your prayers
every day . . . at
least you can
say you did
that much.’ You
might not have
done much
more.”

participating in “ribbon cutting” events
celebrating completed CRS aid projects.
He traveled to the Vatican several times
for “Ad Limina” official visits with Pope
John Paul II. On his first such trip,
Bishop Boland and about a dozen other
U.S. bishops dined with the Pope in his
private quarters. During the meal, Pope
John Paul II looked at Bishop Boland,
and said. “Savannah. Pulaski!” The
Pope’s comments were in reference to
the Revolutionary War figure Casimir
Pulaski who is buried in Savannah,
known as a hero here and in the Pope’s
native Poland.
Through the years, strengthening
his own relationship with Christ
has been vital to Bishop Boland’s
vocation. “If that’s not there, you’re
kind of a fraud. The continuum from
being a priest to being a bishop is a
continuum of making sure that you’re
faithful to prayer life, faithful to daily
Mass, getting spiritual advisement,
and having a confessor to celebrate
that sacrament. They are absolutely
essential.”
As a newly appointed bishop “I was
scared to death,” says Bishop Boland.
“I realized immediately, ‘Wow, when I
lie down on that floor I’m going to be
made a bishop, and unless I have some
meaning in my life… I must become
much more conscious of my obligations.
My responsibility is so much bigger in
serving these people that I must make
sure that I hold onto my spiritual life.’ ”

“The whole concept of prayer—I came
to realize very quickly, ‘Boland if you
don’t say your prayers every day’… at
least you can say you did that much.
You might not have done much more.”
“I came into a gratifying realization
of the support that I got from the
priests; that I was not in this alone. If
you can imagine I was dealing with
a presbyterate that I knew very well,
and that knew me very well. I’m now
becoming their bishop, so this is a
different relationship …. It has, for
sixteen years, with very few exceptions,
been absolute and total cooperation. So,
all credit to them.”
If he could go back to his first days
following ordination and, from today’s
perspective, offer advice to newly
ordained Bishop Boland, he’d suggest,
“put trust in your priests, because
they are looking to you to give them
guidance. I still remember at a clergy
conference about a week or two after I
was made bishop, I was scared driving
over to (the conference). These guys
know me inside out. Here am I now
going out to give my two cents worth
about the value of the gospel or what
it says or doesn’t say. I survived those
moments, and in time I discovered that
I could do this with a great sense of
confidence. I could support the priests
in what they were doing and assure
them that they were part of the diocesan
family. I wasn’t afraid any more. But it
took me at least a year or two.”
Bishop Boland sought counsel from
many people, usually priests and other
bishops, including his predecessor
Bishop Raymond Lessard. From his
earliest days as bishop, Kevin Boland
also frequently sought the experience
of his priest brother Raymond Boland,
ordained as Bishop of Birmingham,
Alabama in 1988. Among other
advisors, he is especially grateful for the
guidance of the late Monsignor Daniel
J. Bourke, a fellow Irishman who was
25 years his senior in age and in the
priesthood. Bourke mentored Bishop
Boland as a young priest and continued
as counselor and friend after Boland was
appointed bishop, until Bourke’s death
in 1998.
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Bishop Boland on Progress for the Church
people in their life cycle, as
the bishop but to the office.
“The church and the person
The pastor of that parish is
they go from birth to marriage
of Jesus are one and the same
to having children to having
with those people Sunday after
thing. That means the people
more marriages and births. That Sunday, he’s with them when
and Jesus are one and the same
they die, when they marry,
thing. So when you minister in
in that process it’s all part of
when they’re sick, when there’s
the church, and for the church, God’s plan.
problems. He’s the one that
that means that the availability
makes that parish vibrate and
of the message of Christ is given The parish is kind of where the
rubber hits the road. One of
brings the mystery of Christ
to more people, or more people
the
joys
of
being
the
bishop
is
into it and into the life of the
have access to it.
I’m the pastor of the diocese,
church. That’s progress.
but for a bishop that’s very
Progress is not so much
How good is the diocese? The
economic progress, where you
generic, very broad, very big.
diocese is as good as its parishes.
In reality I’m the pastor of the
are getting more money and
The diocese will be alive and
priests, the pastor of all the
bigger buildings. Progress in
parishes, which is the reason
well and something that they
the faith dimensions is that
can be very proud of. The only
there is more awareness of
they give so much deference
way it can happen is if the
to the office of bishops. Not
the presence of Christ in the
parishes exemplify it.”
necessarily to the person of
world, and what he can do for

In the weeks since Pope Benedict
accepted his resignation, Bishop Boland
has busied himself by wrapping up
projects, preparing information for
Bishop-Elect Hartmayer, considering
what his retirement life might look
like, and reflecting on his sixteen years
as the pastoral leader of South Georgia’s
Catholics.
“If I have any regrets it’s that maybe I
didn’t visit the Diocesan family enough
or be with them enough—that I spent
too much time in administration. So
many places I would go into and I’d
only be there a day and then I’m on my
way again, and I won’t be back there
for another twelve months. I found that
very, very difficult because you could
not build an awareness of who these
people were and what they were doing.”
“What I most enjoyed, in the general
sense, was the opportunity to be with
the people. To celebrate ordinations
for the priesthood has to be a high
point for the Diocese. You’re ordaining
your future ministers, they were big
occasions and they were beautifully
celebrated.”
“The priesthood is God’s gift to me; it’s
not because of me. The first priest is
Jesus Christ. I’m part of his priesthood,
so whatever good I do, comes from the

mystery of Christ’s birth, living, dying,
and rising from the dead. All that I do
comes from that mystery. If the spirit
is with me I can impact the child, the
parents, the godparents and many other
people--all of whom deep down wish
to experience the strength and solace of
God’s love.”
“It’s hard to conceive how privileged
I was to serve as bishop. I hope that
I’ve done something good with it. …
The whole mystery— I use the word
mystery because I don’t know how to
comprehend it. Becoming a priest,
coming to Savannah, coming to Georgia
to be a pastor in various places, and to
become the bishop of this special part of
God’s vineyard. To be enriched beyond
measure by people, places and things,
and I will never understand why. I
will go to my grave not understanding
why. Becoming the bishop is a very
significant honor. Prayerfully it has not
gone to my head.”
Robin Wright Gunn is a freelance
writer in Savannah whose work has
appeared in the Savannah Morning
News, Savannah Magazine, South
Magazine, Georgia Gardening, and
BookPage. She is an occasional
contributor and past weekly
columnist for Connect Savannah
newspaper.

Bishop Boland and Bishop-Elect
Hartmayer walk into Lafayette Square
together to the press conference where
Bishop Boland will announce the
papal appointment of Father Gregory
John Hartmayer as the next Bishop of
Savannah, July 19, 2011.
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