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	A Prayer to St. Joseph

	Dear St. Joseph,

	You took care of Jesus and Mary
and kept your family safe.

	Please watch over our families too.

	Help us to be kind,
to work hard,
to help people who need us,
and to remember those who came before us.

	Bless the families of St. Joseph Parish -
the people who built the church,
the children who grew up there,
and all the families who still remember it today.

	Help us keep their stories alive
and pass them on to those who come after us.

	St. Joseph, pray for us.

	Amen.

	This Was Their Church

	Once, in a little town in southern Illinois, there stood a church with a tall steeple.

	Its name was St. Joseph Catholic Church.

	For more than a hundred years, people walked through its doors to pray.

	Babies were baptized there.

	Children made their First Communion there.

	Brides and grooms stood before the altar and promised to love one another.

	Families celebrated Christmas and Easter there.
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	They laughed at picnics, played games, cooked mountains of spaghetti, and sometimes got themselves into a little trouble.

	Maybe someone in your family was there.

	Maybe your grandmother sat in one of those pews.

	Maybe your grandfather went to school beside the church.

	Maybe your great-great-grandparents helped build it.

	And if your family came from St. Joseph Parish, you are part of its story too.

	So come along.

	Because this little church had a surprisingly big story.

	A Long Way from Panettieri

	Long before there was a St. Joseph Church in Willisville, some of the families who would build it lived thousands of miles away.

	Across the Atlantic Ocean, high in the mountains of southern Italy, was a little village called Panettieri.
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	Its streets were narrow. Its houses climbed the hillsides. Families had lived there for generations.

	But life was difficult, and people began leaving Italy in search of work and a better future.

	Some crossed the ocean to America.

	Some eventually made their way to the coal fields of southern Illinois.

	Two men who helped establish St. Joseph Parish - Sylvester Graziano and Sylvester Rizzuti - had both been born in Panettieri. Somehow, two boys from the same little Italian mountain village eventually found themselves living in the same little Illinois mining town.

	They were not alone.

	Italian families came to Willisville because there was work underground in the coal mines.
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	Coal miners at Willisville Mine #1 in the 1910s.

	Other Catholic families had already been living in the countryside nearby.

	But there was a problem.

	There was no Catholic church in Willisville.

	Before the parish was established, some Catholic families had to make very long journeys to attend Mass. In the earliest days, families sometimes rose at three o'clock in the morning and traveled by horse and carriage to Pinckneyville. During the winter, mothers placed hot bricks around their children's feet to keep them warm.
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	Imagine waking up at three in the morning for church.

	Suddenly, getting ready for Mass on Sunday doesn't sound quite so difficult.

	The families of Willisville decided they needed a church of their own.

	And they were going to build one.

	August and the Wagonload of Lumber

	At first, the Catholics of Willisville worshipped in a small frame church.

	But the town was growing.

	So many families were arriving that before long the little building wasn't big enough for all the people - or all the children.

	In 1907, plans were made for a new church.

	The next spring, construction began.

	But churches don't build themselves.

	People donated money.

	People donated labor.

	And people hauled supplies.

	One of them was August Rheinecker, one of the men who had helped establish the Catholic congregation.
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	A photograph from 1908 shows August driving a horse-drawn wagon loaded with lumber for the new church.

	Board by board, wagonload by wagonload, the church rose.

	When it was finished, it was much larger than the first church. It was seventy-four feet long, forty feet wide, and its steeple reached ninety-six feet into the sky.

	The Day Willisville Celebrated

	For months, people in Willisville had watched the new church rise.

	First came the foundation.

	Then the walls.

	Then the roof.

	And finally a steeple that reached ninety-six feet into the air.

	The little frame church that Catholics had been using suddenly looked very small beside it.

	On July 4, 1908, the new St. Joseph Catholic Church was ready to be dedicated.

	And Willisville was ready to celebrate.

	This was not going to be an ordinary Sunday.

	There was a parade.

	People filled the streets.

	Bishop Johannes Janssen came to dedicate the new church.

	Inside, a Solemn High Mass was celebrated.

	There were sermons in English.

	And in Italian.

	That was important.

	Many of St. Joseph's families had come from Italy, and some still spoke Italian better than English. On this day, both their old country and their new country seemed to come together inside the same church.

	After Mass, everyone went back outside.

	There was a barbecue.

	There was a picnic.

	Catholics came.

	People who were not Catholic came too.

	The School Beside the Church

	The old church wasn't thrown away.

	Instead, it became a school.

	In September 1908, about 140 children crowded into St. Joseph School. Sisters of the Most Precious Blood came to teach them.
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	St. Joseph School in Willisville, Illinois.

	Picture the classroom.

	No tablets.

	No laptops.

	No smartboards.

	Children wrote lessons by hand. They memorized prayers and arithmetic. They learned reading, spelling, religion, and all the subjects children were expected to know.

	Many were the sons and daughters of Italian coal miners.

	In 1909, newspaper writers took special notice of Sister Leopolda's kindergarten pupils. The little children cheerfully walked to the schoolhouse carrying their own writing slates - slates that seemed nearly as large as the children themselves.

	For five hours each day they sat at their benches, proudly learning alongside the older pupils.
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	The community affectionately called the school "St. Joseph's High School," and even the youngest children seemed delighted simply to belong.

	By 1911, the school had grown to around 175 pupils.

	And discipline could be strict.

	Very strict.

	Father Ermenegildo Senese was said to walk the streets at night to make sure his pupils were home studying rather than sneaking off to the movies.

	One family story tells of several boys - including young Jimmie Rizzuti - who slipped into the church basement and sampled something that definitely wasn't intended for them:

	the sacramental wine.

	Father Senese caught them.

	His punishment?

	He locked the boys in the basement overnight.

	When Jimmie's mother finally discovered where he was, Father Senese told her to go home.

	Jimmie could come home in the morning.

	And according to the story...

	she did exactly what the priest told her.

	Children at St. Joseph probably learned an important lesson that night.

	Don't steal the priest's wine.
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