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During the massive immigration of Catholics 

during the 19th century, Germans were among the 
largest groups to enter the country with estimates of 
5.5 million in the course of one century (1820-1920).  
Of these Germans, about 30 percent were Catholics, 
meaning that almost 1.6 million German Catholics 
came to the United States during those years.1  These 
among  other  statistics  were  taken  from Jay  P. 
Dolan’s book The American Catholic Experience in 
which he charts the course of Catholics throughout 
American history.  In much of his book, Dolan 
focuses on the way German Catholics founded, 
staffed, and operated their parishes across America.  
Being from a German parish myself, I wanted to 
investigate and test Dolan’s findings and see how 
they would match up to the German Catholic 
communities  located  in  southeastern  Indiana; 
specifically,  the  Decatur  and  Franklin  County 
parishes including St. John in Enochsburg, St. Mary 
in Greensburg, St. Louis in Batesville, and Holy 
Family in Oldenburg. 
     The  first  major  claim  Dolan  makes  about 
German Catholics, especially when compared with 
Irish Catholics, is the German dedication to found 
their  own  Catholic   parishes   without  the  aid  or  

1  Jay P. Dolan, The American Catholic Experience 

(Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1985), 130. 

 
 
 
 
support of a priest or diocese.  This was to ensure 
the protection and continuation of the German 
cultural heritage found in the Church and in the 
German language.  In southern Indiana, Germans 
took this independence to the next level.  More than 
merely establishing their own parishes to preserve 
their German culture, many of the early immigrants 
founded their own towns with the parish being the 
very center of the town’s activities.  Dolan Explains: 
“Independence, self-government, and a community 
closely  bound  together  by  consensus  were 
trademarks of the German hometown, and it would 
not be surprising to find such ideals surfacing in the 
United States.”2   
     This becomes very evident when one views St. 
John the Evangelist parish in Enochsburg Indiana.  
As  is  stated  by  Father  Edward  Heuke,  “[t]his 
community became the center of the parish, one of 
the large number which formed the extreme western 
block of such ecclesiastical units established by the 
Catholic  Germans  moving  into  the  interior  of 
Indiana, from Cincinnati and Lawrenceburg, in the 
thirties and forties of the [19th century].”3  The very 
naming of the town “Enochsburg” comes from both 

2  Ibid., 168. 
3  Notes compiled by Rev. Edward Heuke and Rev. 

Robert Gorman, in Centennial of the Parish of St. John the 

Evangelist  (September 30, 1945), 7. 



 
 
 

JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND SOCIAL SCIENCE    SPRING 2010 

German Catholics                                   41 
 
 

the founder, Enoch Abraham, and in “honor one of 
the Old Testament heroes,” namely, the prophet 
Enoch.4  It would appear from this evidence that 
from its founding, the town of Enochsburg would 
exist hand in hand with the parish of St. John’s.      
     The book Enochsburg and St. John’s Church states 
that the idea of founding their own parish occurred 
when the town consisted of “only four families.”5  
However it was not a priest that began the work to 
build  a  new  parish,  but  one  of  the  German 
immigrants.  “The initiative in the matter [of the 
founding of a Catholic parish] seems to have been 
taken by Gerhard “Gerd” Bohmann, who, in 1840 
went to Cincinnati to solicit funds and to encourage 
more settlers to locate in his village.”6  In fact, when 
the German community spoke with the priest that 
visited the area to say mass twice a month, the priest 
said: “Not everyone can have a church back of his 
kitchen.”7  Even with these discouraging words, the 
stubborn German Catholics of Enochsburg went 
about gathering money and supplies to build a 
Catholic Church that would serve as both a place of 
worship and a means to preserve their heritage. 
     Although a priest would make visits to St. John 
to say mass every other Sunday, the parishioners 
took most of the devotions and worship upon 
themselves, seeking leadership amongst their own.  
As was the case in the founding of the parish, the 
citizens of Enochsburg assumed the task of leading 
parish activities in the absence of a full-time pastor.  
Parishioners  were  in  charge  of  leading  prayer 
services, organizing and directing the choir, heading 
up the school, and providing for the church from 
their own meager incomes.8 The following paragraph 
sums it up nicely: 

4  Ibid., 9. 
5  Notes of Father Joseph A. Thie, in Enochsburg and St. 

John’s Church, (Privately Printed, 1976), 24. 
6  Ibid., 10. 
7  Ibid., 24. 
8  Ibid., 38-45. 

Before St. John’s had a resident pastor all those who 
could not attend Mass at Oldenburg on the ‘off 
Sundays’ would gather at St. John’s at the regular 
hour  and  there  [Mr.]  Dierker  would  lead  the 
devotions which consisted of the Rosary, reading of 
the Epistle and Gospel, and Their explanation from 
[Mr.] Goffines sometimes also the Mass prayers, and 
in Lent the Way of the Cross.  Even after Father 
Oosterling  resided  at  Enochsburg  such  common 
devotions would be held on the afternoons of those 
Sundays when the pastor had the late Mass at St. 
Maurice.

9
 

 
In fact, for years, the community “considered [Mr.] 
Dierker by far the most important man in the 
parish.”10  Therefore, the lay person, not the priest, 
was the primary leader in the early years of the 
German Catholic parish. 
     The school was another important part of the 
parish especially for Germans wanting to prevent the 
Americanization of their children by the public 
school.  As Dolan states:  “The nineteenth century 
was a time when the schoolhouse became the sacred 
temple of the American nation.” 11  The school 
became the  answer  for  the  American politician 
seeking  to  break-down  European  cultures  that 
divided America and bring about a unified America 
through the use of a common language and a 
common, albeit Protestant,  culture. 12  For these 
proud German Catholics, public school was not just 
a threat to their German heritage, but also to their 
Catholic tradition.  In fact, it was so imperative to 
raise the German children in the old ways that for 
St.  John’s  parish,  Mr.  Seepe,  a  resident  of 
Enochsburg, offered to be the schoolmaster in 1843; 
a full year before the log cabin church was even 
built!   Yet it  would not be until  1848 that a 
professional teacher could be hired.  In the mean 
time, Mr. Seepe continued in his duties to both his 
community  and  to  his  parish  by  providing 

9  Ibid., 39. 
10  Ibid., 40. 
11  Dolan,  The American Catholic Experience, 262. 
12  Ibid., 267. 
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educational services until a trained teacher could be 
hired.   This  is  a  testament  to  the  German 
commitment to preserve its culture and language 
amidst  the  pressure  and  ease  of  sending  their 
children to public schools.13  
     In 1848, a log cabin school was built on parish 
owned land and could accommodate 30-35 children 
for education.  Although the school was open for all 
children, Catholic or not, the teacher was always 
Catholic  and  always  taught  from  the  Catholic 
perspective. 14   Although  I  could  not  find  any 
mention of the teaching of German in the schools 
in the book’s notes, in an interview with Esther 
Raver, an elderly and well respected member of St. 
John’s  parish,  Raver  mentioned  that  her 
grandmother spoke of learning German at the local 
school at St. John’s.15  Therefore, Dolan’s view of 
German parishes and schools holds true at least for 
the church at Enochsburg. 
     Oldenburg, another small German town, had 
similar beginnings.  While “platting” the town and 
the different plots that would exist, “[o]ne of the lots 
that ran almost a thousand feet deep, was reserved 
for the Church and the upkeep of the Pastor whom 
they hoped to have with them soon.  Later, lot No. 
12 was deeded over to the trustees.”16  Note that the 
trustees of the parish built the physical community 
around the church with the hope that a Pastor 
would soon appear.  In other words, no priest was a 
part of the process, but the new-found parish was 
hoping the diocese would send a priest to them due 
to their Catholic initiative.  Eventually, their efforts 
paid off as Bishop Hailandiere sent Father Ferneding 

13  Notes of Father Joseph A. Thie., 44. 
14  Notes compiled by Rev. Edward Heuke and Rev. 

Robert Gorman, 13. 
15  Personal Interview with Esther Raver on November 6th, 

2009. 
16  Notes compiles by Robert Wilken, O.F.M., in A 

Historical Sketch of the Holy Family Church and Parish.  

(1937), 16-17. 

to be the pastor of the new Oldenburg parish which 
was then St. Mary’s.  It would become Holy Family 
parish later after the Franciscans came.17 
     Unlike Enochsburg, which built its log cabin 
church without the assistance of a priest, Oldenburg 
relied upon Father Ferneding in its construction.  
This church was completed in 1837.  In less than ten 
years, the construction of the stone church was 
underway.  By 1868, not only did the parish have its 
brick church (completed in 1862), but the first 
school building was built under the leadership of 
Father Nicholas Wachter.  Therefore, although the 
idea of the parish was in place before a priest was 
ever assigned to the town of Oldenburg, the arrival 
of the priest spurred the community to build bigger 
and better facilities and promote the Catholic faith. 
     However, it must be noted that the parish’s most 
remembered and beloved pastor was Father Franz 
Joseph Rudolf, a priest from Strasbourg, Germany.  
Because  of  this  German  background,  he  was 
immediately  accepted  by  his  parishioners  for 
bringing some of their much missed homeland with 
him in his language and culture.  Father Rudolf 
arrived  in  1844,  seven  years  after  the  parish’s 
founding.  Yet he is considered the founder of “The 
Village of Spires” (Oldenburg).18  This revered pastor 
is remembered for starting construction on the new 
stone  church,  establishing  Oldenburg  as  an 
important  town  during  the  late  1800s,  and 
beginning  the  tradition  of  the  Corpus  Christi 
procession which has taken place every year since 
1846.19  Holy Family may have started in the lay 
trustee  system,  a  system in which the  decision 
making process is controlled by the parishioners 
rather than the priest,  but a German pastor is 
responsible for much of what Holy Family parish 
and the entire town of Oldenburg is today. 

17  Ibid., 17. 
18  Ibid.,  28. 
19  Notes compiled by Frank Jasper, O.F.M., in Holy 

Family Parish (1977), 38. 
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     Holy Family and St. John were two of the older 
parishes in the Decatur/Franklin County area and 
therefore had to take it upon themselves to found 
their own parishes.  This first wave of parishes was 
established between the years 1830 and 1850 while 
the second wave came in the years between 1850 and 
1870.  St. Mary in Greensburg (1855) and St. Louis 
in Batesville (1868) fall into this latter category.  
Because parishes such as Holy Family and St. John’s 
(parishes I have labeled “First Generation Parishes”) 
already  provided  Catholic  families  a  place  of 
worship, St. Mary and St. Louis (parishes I have 
labeled “Second Generation Parishes”) needed the 
motivation and authority of a priest to lay the 
cornerstone. 
     The first of the two second generation parishes 
we  will  investigate  is  St.  Mary’s  parish  in 
Greensburg.  Father Martinovic is considered the 
founder  of  St.  Mary’s  parish.   At first,  Father 
Martinovic  would  only  visit  Greensburg  as  a 
missionary endeavor from St. Vincent Parish in 
Shelby County, where he was pastor. This went on 
for three years until in 1855 Father Martinovic 
began raising money to build a church in the city of 
Greensburg.  What I found interesting was how 
Greensburg Catholics did not come together to 
build their own church, but instead were dependent 
upon a priest to get the ball rolling.  “Within time 
[Fr. Martinovic] gathered together the Catholics at 
Greensburg, giving them a vision of building a 
Church.” 20   It  was  not  a  member  of  the  lay 
community that began the church as it was in 
Enochsburg and Oldenburg.   
     Why was  this  the  case?   It  seems that  the 
parishioners were in no hurry to erect their own 
church when the priest in the area was already 
visiting churches in the surrounding areas.  Father 
Martinovic, before starting a church in Greensburg, 

20  Notes compiled by Father John Geis, in St. Mary’s 

Catholic Church (1984), 8. 

was  serving  the  communities  of  St.  James  in 
Jennings County, St. Vincent’s in Shelby County, 
and  the  church  in  Columbus  in  Bartholomew 
County.   Catholics  living  in  Greensburg  were 
content with traveling to these other parishes, even 
though they were miles away.21  In other words, 
because other parishes, which I have labeled first 
generation parishes, were established, the second 
generation parishes were not inspired by the laity, 
but by the priests.   
     St. Louis parish in Batesville was very akin to St. 
Mary’s in Greensburg.  The difference for this parish 
was in the fact that the parishioners felt the need for 
their own parish, but waited until a priest arrived in 
order to begin their dream.  Unlike Enochsburg and 
Oldenburg, where the town and church were built at 
the same time, Batesville was already a large town 
before the parishioners began raising funds to begin 
their own parish.  Like Greensburg, the citizens of 
Batesville  attended  mass  at  local  churches  like 
Oldenburg, Enochsburg, and Morris.  It wasn’t until 
1867 that parishioners banded together to form the 
very origins of a parish community.  Within a year, 
Father  Gillig  arrived to organize  these  German 
Catholics and begin construction on a church.22  
This makes Batesville a hybrid case that mixed the 
independent nature of Oldenburg and Enochsburg 
with  the  dependence  on a  pastor  exhibited by 
Greensburg.  Yet, because it took a priest to begin to 
implement  and  put  into  action any  plans  the 
Catholics of Batesville may have had, it should be 
considered a second generation parish. 
     This mix of lay and priest leadership would 
continue throughout St. Louis history.  Ever loyal to 
the priest, the parishioners donated the land needed 
for the construction of the church building and also 
donated labor and money to the project.  A Mr. 
George Hillenbrand donated a new high altar as a 

21  Ibid. 
22  Notes compiled by John Frushour, in Centennial: St. 

Louis Church (1986), 1. 
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present.  Families who had a talent for carving 
donated the stations of the cross.  The land on 
which the school was built was donated by the 
Hillenbrand and Romweber families.  The bell for 
the tower was donated by Mr. Louis Meyer.  The list 
goes on and on and shows that although a priest is 
credited with the founding of the parish, the laity 
had an active role in both the school and church 
throughout the years.23 
     Although Dolan is correct when speaking about 
the  first  wave  of  German  parishes  and  their 
dedication to building their own parish to foster 
their German culture and language, he failed to 
account  for  the  priests  and  second  generation 
German parishes that would rely more upon the 
leadership of priests with a reputation of building 
new churches and schools, also known as “brick and 
mortar priests.”  Dolan recognizes the rise of “brick 
and mortar” pastors who went about founding their 
own parishes.  However, he failed to note this of the 
German parishes, but relegates this idea to the Irish 
parishes only.  He looks at Father Rishard L. Burtsell 
in New York and Father Dorney, “an American-born 
Irishman,” as his examples of brick and mortar 
pastors.24  Furthermore, it should be noted that the 
primary reason for this shift was not due to a lack of 
initiative on the part of the parishioners, but instead 
is based upon the tidal wave of vocations coming to 
the area.  For example, when Enochsburg created its 
own parish, it was because the citizens only felt the 
leadership of a parish priest maybe twice a month, 
and then only for Mass.  Never did a priest offer any 
administrative leadership to these German Catholics.  
In stark comparison, the parish of St. Mary’s in 
Greensburg had a priest regularly visiting them from 
Shelbyville  who took upon himself the task of 
creating a new parish in Greensburg.  It was not that 
the parishioners wouldn’t have started their own 

23  Notes compiled by Father Herculan Kolinski, O.F.M., 

(1964), 1. 
24  Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 170-171. 

parish, but that a priest was present to make that 
decision for them.   
     Although the research done in this analysis of 
German Catholic parishes was very limited in its 
scope, it has uncovered a gap between first and 
second generation parishes that was entirely missing 
from Jay Dolan’s rhetoric on the subject found in 
his book The American Catholic Experience.  Rather 
than recognize the differences between these two 
styles of parishes, Dolan assumes that all German 
parishes were based more upon the leadership than 
the  laity,  which  is  certainly  true  of  the  first 
generation parishes, but is equally false of the second 
generation parishes.  Therefore, I think it necessary 
that  Dolan be aware of making such sweeping 
statements about German parishes in general and 
instead focus upon the difference that exists between 
first and second generation parishes; namely the 
absence  or  presence  of  priests  in  the  parish 
community. 
 
__________________________________________ 
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