The Jesuits of Immaculate Conception Church are celebrating the 125th year of the founding of the parish. The following is a brief history which is from a much longer history done by Tom Steele, S. J. (MO) for the 100th Anniversary in 1983.

A Brief History of Immaculate Conception Church in Albuquerque

The priests and brothers of the Naples Province of the Jesuits were expelled by Giuseppe Garibaldi, the great unifier of Italy, because the Jesuits had backed the King of Naples and his nobles. The misfortune of the Jesuits turned out to be a boon for the Catholic Church in New Mexico, Colorado, and West Texas. Bishop Lamy of Santa Fe went to Rome and requested some Spanish-speaking Jesuits. Eventually, five Jesuits of the dispersed Naples Province were assigned to him.

Bishop Lamy assigned the Jesuits to work at San Felipe in Old Town Albuquerque in 1868. Fourteen years later, it became evident that New Town Albuquerque would need a church as well. So Father Donato Gasparri, S. J., met with some of the New Town’s leaders and chose a site for what would become Immaculate Conception Church.
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Immaculate Conception Church, the Original Structure

The New Town’s people generously helped to build the church, and it did not take long for them to build a school as well. St. Mary’s School was staffed and directed by the Sisters of Charity of Cincinnati and a large number of dedicated lay men and women. In 1893 the new school building was completed and began to educate young Catholics. St. Mary’s School has now been educating young Catholics for over 114 years.
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The Original St. Mary’s School

The history of any parish is also the history of those who worked to establish it. Fr. Donato Gasparri was the Jesuit priest who established the Jesuit works in New Mexico, Colorado, and West Texas. Father Carlo Ferrari was the first Jesuit pastor of Immaculate Conception Church. Father Lorenzo Fede was the Jesuit priest who began St. Mary’s School.
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From 1892 until his departure from Immaculate Conception Parish in 1924, Father Alphonso Mandalari, S. J., managed to become an Albuquerque legend. He arrived at the age of 42, while he had youth and vigor. He had served on the Board of Regents of the University of New Mexico; he had worked hard for the construction of an orphanage to shelter children left without parents. St. Mary’s School, which served both elementary and high school students, flourished under his care. He made substantial improvements to both the church and the school. Father Mandalari also helped to provide Jesuit-owned land for the construction of St. Joseph’s Hospital. And it was during his time as pastor that President Theodore Roosevelt made a visit to St. Mary’s School. In 1924, Father Mandalari suggested that a younger man come and take his place as pastor. The whole ecclesial and civic community protested loudly against Father Mandalari being taken from Albuquerque.
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Another well-known and well-remembered pastor was Patrick J. Kelleher, S. J., who came on the Albuquerque scene in 1944. Father Kelleher was a builder. He acquired the land on which the church rectory now stands on Copper Avenue. He raised money to build a new elementary school. He arranged for expansion of Mt. Calvary Cemetery to its present size. In 1956, Father Kelleher called together some of the illustrious persons not only of Immaculate Conception but of the City of Albuquerque and began raising funds to build a new convent, a church, a rectory, and an addition to St. Mary’s School. The grand dedication of these additions to the parish was held in May of 1960. Father Pat, as he was known by many of his parishioners, left Immaculate Conception in 1965 at the age of 79.

More recently, the pastors have been Jesuit Fathers Joseph Malloy, Frank Renfroe, Alvin Pilie, Edgar Tiblier, Sidney Lange, and Jack Heaney. It was during their tenure that Sister Amadea Heaney, S. C., a Sister of Charity who had worked in China, returned home

to Albuquerque and founded both the Amadea Shelter for Unwed Mothers and the St. Mary’s Rest Home for Seniors under the umbrella of the Faith and Justice Center, Inc.

It was during these years that the work of the Brothers of the Good Shepherd, under the inspired leadership of Brother Mathias Barrett, blossomed, and Brother Tom Scherman, S. J., visited Catholics at Presbyterian Hospital and did extensive telephone visits with shut-ins. The number of parishioners who volunteered and supported these works are too numerous to list, but the parish will always be grateful to them.
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Father Edmundo Rodriguez, S..J. became pastor in 2000. He and Sister Marianella Domenici, S.C., the school principal, have begun a capital campaign to repair and restore essential items which have become worn and unusable because of old age, like the heating and cooling system and the fixtures in the restrooms. These efforts will continue during the celebration of 125 years of the founding of Immaculate Conception Church.

The Jesuits continue to minister at Immaculate Conception Church and have done so since the very beginning in 1883. But a parish is really about the People of God, priests, deacons, and laity, worshipping, praying, working, and celebrating together.
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