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LEARNING: Father Patrick takes a break with a group of his elementary students. From left are Jeremiah Whitlow, Jennifer Cordero, Kiara
Bristow, Father Patrick and Cameron Owens.

By God’s grace

Catholic church meets
needs - physical and
spiritual
BY VIGTOR JONES
contributing writer

Every day St. Anthony’s of Padua
Catholic Church gives 135 bags of utensil-
free groceries to people without homes.

Sometimes church members drive
around town shopping for inexpensive
cars, using connections with auto
mechanics to get them repaired. Then
they give the cars away.

And the church hands out teeth, too.

Father Pat Tuttle knows he can’t reach
someone spiritually until his physical
needs are met.

Since January the church has
spent $15,000 on food and $10,000
paying people’s bills. In winter they
provide kerosene at a cost of $500 a
week. The church also has a school
for neighborhood children from K-3
through fifth grade.

Tuttle said the neighborhood
surrounding the church lies on the
lower levels of Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Needs: safety and basic necessities. The
neighborhood is located off Academy,
five minutes from Main Street. Many

residents are impoverished. Others are
homeless.

“The city will pull teeth for free, but
they won’t give any teeth,” said Tuttle.
“People are in charge of collecting
money.”

Tuttle said dentures completely change
a person’s face.

“[The residents] come just to show us
their teeth.”

And they nourish a person’s faith, “not
just because they can eat, but because
they see someone caring about everyday
needs.”

By aiding the neighborhood’s physical
needs, many spiritual needs have also
been fulfilled. Since Tuttle arrived
in Greenville three years ago, the
church has increased from 150 to 1,300
members, many of whom are not from
the neighborhood.

“I guess you could say that the
neighborhood is served by the church,
but the church is not the neighborhood,”
Tuttle said. “I certainly think that people
came to see what mass would be like in an
African-American community.”

He believes people yearn for an
opportunity to express their faith through
action.

Tuttle, 47, became a Franciscan friar
out of Siena College in Albany, NY. He
majored in social work and minored in
philosophy at the Catholic liberal arts

college. He also spent much time with the
Franciscan friars.

The friars were impressive men, he said.
They spent their days with challenged
people - prostitutes, addicts and the
mentally ill. The friars were funny rather
than pious or as he says “religy.”

During college they had Tuttle over for
dinner several times, and brought him
to see the work they did in prisons and
hospitals.

Tuttle ended a three-year relationship
when he and his girlfriend decided he
should try an affiliation year as a friar,
which he spent in the Bronx.

This was the first of seven years that
Tuttle said “cooked me into being a
friar-priest.” He worked with the poor
in Boston, studied theology and did an
internship in Raleigh.

He preferred this ministry because
friars centered on good works for the
poor. After the seven years, he returned
to Siena College as chaplain, and in
seven more years ended up at a college in
Durham, N.C.

Three years later, he came to Greenville.
It was his first choice on a list of three
cities.

“I fell in love with the black community,
and I fell in love with Greenville’s desire
to be an exemplary city,” he said. “I liked
the nouveau riche atmosphere of Main
Street. I liked how many churches worked
together.”

He also said he believes a lot of
businesses in Greenville have a heart.

“They aren’t solely profit-motivated.
They have a relationship with the
community,” he said.

Tuttle arrived in Greenville about
the same time Hurricane Katrina hit
New Orleans. Some evacuees lived in
the neighborhood. To hold old and new
members, Tuttle’s first priority was to
repair the old basement church.

The 1,150 member increase in three
years is partly because the “church
constantly equates the poor with Christ
himself,” Tuttle said. He built the
providing ministries around this theme.
The church now receives $10,000 a
week in donations from nonmembers
alone.

“The people who live here say, ‘Another
day, Lord. I will try another day’ We
end up being that voice and hand that
provides in the name of the Lord so
people get their needs.”

One young man grew up with a father
addicted to drugs and a mother with
neurological conditions. He wanted to
succeed, to make his mother proud, to
make up for his father’s problems, so he
went to St. Joseph’s Catholic School. He
isnow at the University of South Carolina
studying mass media.

To Tuttle this young man is the
exemplar of someone destined for a
terrible life. Instead he accepted help
and aimed higher. Tuttle believes
people can learn from the young
man and other residents in poor
communities.

“The poor have things to teach the rich:
[the poor] can save them from suicide,
depression and independence from God,”
he said.

Contact Victor Jones at
vjones@greenvillejournal.com.



