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The Constitutions and Rules 

of the Sisters of Our Lady of 

Mercy in effect from 1830 to 

1949 recognized the Bishop 

of the Diocese as ñhead of 

the whole Community.ò  

However, the Rule also 

stipulated that ñthe 

government and immediate 

direction of the Community 

shall be vested in an 

Ecclesiastical Superior, a 

Mother Superior, an 

Assistant to the Mother 

Superior, a Treasurer and a 

Procuratrix.ò  The 

Ecclesiastical Superior, 

appointed by the Bishop was responsible for ñthe general welfare, spiritual and temporal, of the Community, and 

for the success of the establishments undertaken by the same.ò  He attended Council Meetings and in the case of an  

The Ecclesiastical Superior 

By Sr. Anne Francis Campbell 



      THE VIEW FROM THE BLUFF | Issue 71  2 

 

 

 

 
 

equal number of votes, he gave the casting vote.  He also could veto any resolution passed by the Council. 

However, the Mother Superior could refer the matter to the Bishop whose judgment was decisive.  

The first Ecclesiastical Superior of the Community, Father 

Jeremiah Francis OôNeill, Sr., was appointed by Bishop 

England in 1830.  Born in County Kerry, Ireland, Father 

OôNeill attended the Seminary established by Bishop 

England in Charleston. Ordained in 1826, he became Bishop 

Englandôs constant companion on his missionary journeys 

throughout the Diocese. Father J.J. OôConnell, author of 

Catholicity in the Carolinas and Georgia, described Father 

OôNeill as ña man of rare intellectual attainments, a good 

mathematician, an accomplished musician and a gentleman 

of polished manners. He was a welcome guest in every circle 

of Southern society.ò  On a trip to Ireland in 1832 Father 

OôNeill recruited two young women for the OLMs, the 

future Sr. Veronica Cagney and Sr. Bridget Kennedy. Shortly 

after his return Bishop England appointed him pastor of the 

church of St. John the Baptist in Savannah, GA, then part of 

the Diocese of Charleston. About the same time the Bishop 

relieved Fr. OôNeill of his responsibilities as Ecclesiastical 

Superior of the OLMs and appointed Father Andrew Byrne 

as his replacement. However, the second Bishop of 

Charleston, Bishop Ignatius Reynolds, reappointed Father 

OôNeill as Ecclesiastical Superior in 1844. The next year he 

obtained the approval of the Community to establish a branch house in Savannah where he had a convent built and 

ready for occupancy. On June 13, 1845, Father OôNeill accompanied six OLMs to Savannah. Six months later, he 

resigned as Ecclesiastical Superior of the Charleston Community. In December 1846 Mother Vincent Mahony, 

Superior of the Sisters in Savannah, informed Mother Teresa Barry of the Savannah Communityôs desire to 

become independent.  In her letter Mother Vincent stated that Bishop Reynolds and Father OôNeill approved the 

request. The Communities became independent of one another in July 1847.  

 

When the Diocese of Savannah was established in 1850, many expected Father OôNeill to become its first Bishop. 

Instead, Father Francis Xavier Gartland became the first Bishop of Savannah. Father OôNeill continued to play an 

important role in the growth and development of the Church in Georgia until his death. He died in Savannah at age 

80 on July 12, 1870. The obituary notice in a Savannah newspaper stated that ñIn feelings, he was truly southern; 

in his charity he was cosmopolitan, loving his country of adoption with ardor, and his own people and country with 

a warmth of attachment that neither age nor infirmity could overcome.ò 
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We are called to live our lives in kindness and to bring kindness to all people.  But how do we  
cultivate kindness in a world tht can often seem dark?  How can we bring light out of the hate and 
ugliness that threatens our world?  In John 1:4-Ϋȟ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÔÏÌÄȡ  Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÃÍÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 'ÏÄ ×ÁÓ ÌÉÆÅȟ 
and this life was the light of the human race; the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not 
ÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÅ ÉÔȢȱ  4ÈÅ ÓÍÁÌÌÅÓÔ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÎ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ Á ÓÐÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ÈÏÐÅ ÔÏ ÅÍÅÒÇÅȢ  .Ï×ȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ 
ever, we are all called to let light shine.  Here are some suggestions to create kindness in your everyday 
life! 
 

 
Source:  Sisters of St. Joseph 
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