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In 1926 Father Matthew Christman wrote a history of how St. Augustine Seminary 
began with the Divine Word Missionaries.
We bring in this issue next two two pages of his history. More will follow in future
 issues of IN A WORD
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Divine Word Missionaries is an international missionary community 
of over 7,000 brothers and priests. In 1905 the SVDs began work-
ing among African Americans in the Southern United States. Today, 
Divine Word Missionaries work in over 35 parishes in Louisiana, 
Mississippi, Texas, Florida and Arkansas.
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Father Thomas Anthony James, SVD, 
died peacefully on Friday, October 
28, 2022, after a lifetime of priestly 
service. Father Tom was a dynamic 
preacher, teacher, pastor and friend 
to many. Father James was a spirited 
person, and he brought out the best 
in others. 

He was born on June 11, 1942, in 
St. Martinville, Louisiana. He entered 
St. Augustine Seminary in Bay Saint 

Louis, Mississippi and became a Divine Word MIssionary. He 
was ordained on December 18, 1969. 

His first assignment was at Verbum Dei Catholic High School 
in Los Angeles, California, where he served as an educational 
minister, teacher, deputy, and Principal. He faced numerous 
challenges in his early ministry, but he persevered and main-
tained lifelong friendships with the people of Los Angeles, 
including many former students and co-workers.

In 1987, Father James was named Associate Pastor at Im-
maculate Heart of Mary Catholic Church in Lafayette, Louisi-
ana. A year later, he was named Pastor at St. Edward Catholic 
Church in New Iberia, where he was instrumental in developing 
a robust music program that helped people grow in their faith 
through the gifts of music and song. An educator himself, he 
was deeply committed to the success of St. Edward Catho-
lic School and oversaw major improvements to the school’s 
campus.

In 2002, Father James returned to Immaculate Heart of Mary 
Catholic Church in Lafayette to serve as Pastor. This church 
had been built to accommodate the “First Four” African 
American priests ordained in the United States, and several 
of them had been stationed there. A deep historian, Father 
James connected the parish and its people to the “First Four,” 
understanding their struggles and persevering in service with 
gratitude. One of his proudest accomplishments was erecting 
a Memorial to these “First Four” African American Priests on 
the grounds of Immaculate Heart. In addition, he worked tire-
lessly in support of Immaculate Heart of Mary Catholic School 
and proudly supported Catholic education, particularly in the 
African American community.

In 2015, Father James was named Pastor of St. Joseph Catho-
lic Church in Broussard, Louisiana, and St. Anthony Mission 
Chapel in Cade. His leadership and presence in these two 
communities was marked by great love. A country boy at heart, 
he enjoyed watching students return home from school each 
afternoon and they loved seeing him in his rocking chair. Father 
James delighted in being amongst the people that God had 
chosen him to shepherd wherever he served.
He later retired to Holy Ghost  Church in Opelousas, Louisiana.

Father James also served as Episcopal Vicar for both 
the South Region and the Central Regions of the Dio-
cese of Lafayette under Bishop Edward O’Donnell, 
Bishop Michael Jarrell, and Bishop Douglas De-
shotel. In addition, he served three terms as Vice-
Provincial for the Southern Province of the Divine 
Word Missionaries and served several terms on the 
Provincial Council. He was dedicated to service in his 
support of the Miles Perret Cancer Center, Veter-
ans programs, and Hospice of Acadiana, where he 
served on the Board of Directors. 

Father James also devoted himself to mentoring 
young priests throughout the course of his ministry, 
and he loved teaching, reading, enjoying time with 
his friends, fishing, and listening to music. He was 
a great storyteller, and most of all, he loved to serve 
God’s people and he loved being with his family, 
whom he cherished so deeply.

In each of his roles, Father James was beloved by 
the priests and the lay people alike. His paradigm in 
ministry was centered in faith, truth, and service, and 
he worked tirelessly to support his parishes and his 
people. He treated others with dignity and respect, 
and he loved engaging individuals in growing in their 
faith and focusing on their gifts in order to share their 
light with the world. He was greatly admired and 
respected for his leadership, his courage, and his 
passion to serve God’s people.

Father Tom James is shwn here with his siblings
Sister Geneva James, SSF, and Collins James, Jr


